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Community engagement at the University of Ljubljana and a case study of academic 
engagement in the Pokolpje region 
Abstract 
Knowledge is now widely considered a critical resource, learning a key process and networks 
an essential structure underpinning innovation capacity as well as economic and social 
development. Against this backdrop much attention has been devoted to higher education 
institutions, particularly their ‘third mission’ of engaging positively with the economy and 
society to engender economic and social benefits. In this master’s thesis I examine academic 
engagement practices at the University of Ljubljana (UL) with a particular focus on the spatial 
characteristics of collaborative partnerships and engagement in lagging regions. I consider how 
UL engagement policies and practices relate to development concepts and policies. I map both 
UL’s formal engagement practices as well as present a case study of the Bela Krajina/Pokolpje 
region, that enabled me to examine additional types of engagement and discuss particular 
challenges when it comes to engaging in a lagging region.  
Key words: Higher education institutions, Community engagement, Third mission, Regional 
development, Bela Krajina, Pokolpje, Slovenia 
 
Delovanje Univerze v Ljubljani v skupnostih in študija primera akademskega 
sodelovanja v Pokolpju 
Izvleček 
V današnjem času so znanje (kot vir), učenje (kot ključen proces) in mreženje (kot bistvena 
struktura) nepogrešjivi za krepitev inovacijske zmogljivosti ter v gospodarskem in družbenem 
razvoju. V tem oziru je bilo veliko pozornosti namenjene visokošolskim ustanovam, zlasti 
njihovemu "tretjemu poslanstvu", to je aktivnostim za sodelovanje z gospodarstvom in družbo 
z namenom ustvarjanja gospodarske in socialne koristi. V magistrski nalogi sem analiziral 
prakse akademskega sodelovanja na Univerzi v Ljubljani (UL) s posebnim poudarkom na 
prostorskih značilnostih partnerstev in sodelovanju v gospodarsko slabše razvitih regijah. 
Raziskal sem, kako se politike in prakse sodelovanja UL ujemajo z razvojnimi koncepti in 
politikami. Kartiral sem formalne prakse sodelovanja UL ter predstavil študijo primera regije 
Bela krajina/Pokolpje, v kateri sem preučil še druge vrste sodelovanja in naslovil posebne 
izzive, ko gre za sodelovanje v nerazvitih regijah. 
Ključne besede: visokošolske ustanove, vključevanje skupnosti, tretje poslanstvo, regionalni 
razvoj, Bela krajina, Pokolpje, Slovenija  
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Knowledge economy, learning regions and smart specialisation are just a few of the terms and 
concepts that are now commonplace in public policy and academic literature though there are 
a plethora of other ideas that all, in one way or another, rest on the proposition that ‘knowledge 
is an increasingly important resource, with education and research critical processes, for 
innovation and development’ (Lundvall, 2016; Morgan, 1997). Against this backdrop, in recent 
decades higher education institutions (HEIs) have increasingly been seen as key actors when it 
comes to national and regional development (Chatterton, Goddard, 2000). This prominent 
position within the knowledge economy/society has also intensified the focus on the role of 
HEIs, how they function and their relationship to, and impact on, the economy and society 
more broadly.  
While education and research remain the core business of HEIs there has been a push to move 
away from an ‘ivory tower’ model of higher education (HE), where teaching and research are 
conducted at arm’s length from external influences and knowledge is disseminated in a linear 
unidirectional manner out from universities to the economy/society. HEIs have been shifting 
instead towards an open constructivist, integrative model that encourages engagement with 
external stakeholders as a means of incorporating context specific and experiential knowledge 
or ‘tacit’ knowledge of external stakeholders into teaching and research activities (Weerts, 
Sandmann, 2008). As this shift has occurred, and continues to do so, much attention has been 
given to the concept of HE’s third mission and the associated concept of HE engagement. Both 
these concepts suggest that HEI resources (principally the knowledge they contain) can be used 
not just for traditional teaching and research purposes but also to develop innovations 
(Etzkowitz, Leydesdorff, 2000), support regional development (Motoyama, Mayer, 2017) and 
tackle societal challenges (Benneworth, 2013; Benneworth, Osborne, 2013).  
The open approach and embrace of the third mission is also present in Slovenia and at my own 
institution the University of Ljubljana (UL), as is illustrated in the following sections of the 
2012-2020 UL Strategy: 
Use of knowledge – third dimension of the university – The University of 
Ljubljana exercises social responsibility by transferring the created knowledge into 
practice. 
The UL cooperates with organizations from economy [sic] and service in public 
and private sector, with state organizations, local communities, and civil society. With 
this cooperation accelerates the use of own research and educational achievements and 
contributes to the social development. 
        (University of Ljubljana, 2012) 
Despite there being much discussion both in public and academic spheres about HEI 
engagement and indeed many policies and projects are already in place that are said to deepen 
the connections between HEIs and the broader community, Watson et al. (2011) observed that 
HEIs themselves are very often unaware of the full extent of their engagement activities and 
scholars have noted that in many respects the rhetoric has outpaced the research needed to fully 
understand the nature, scope and impact of HEI engagement practices (Harding et al., 2007; 
Maskell, Tornqvist, 2003; Pinheiro, 2012a). While, Salomaa (2019) adds to these call for 
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further research suggesting that there is a specific need for context-sensitive studies into HEIs 
third mission activities. 
Heeding these calls my master’s thesis aims to contribute to academic understanding of HEI 
engagement specifically though reviewing engagement practices at UL and discussing how 
they fit within a broader policy landscape. The wide scope of collaboration that the UL strategy 
encompasses indicates the complexity of the task of identifying and cataloguing the myriad of 
connections and forms of engagement, both formal and informal, that occur between HEIs and 
external stakeholders. Considering that these engagements may be at institutional, faculty, 
individual academic staff and student levels the picture becomes even more complicated. Given 
this complexity, alongside cataloguing formal engagement practices I adopted a case study 
approach in order to uncover potential ‘hidden’ forms of engagement not present in published 
materials and accessible databases.  
The selection of Bela Krajina (BK), along with the broader Kolpa River Valley Development 
area (Pokolpje region) in which it lies as my case study area, given it is a rural peripheral area 
that has officially been designated as facing development challenges, also provided me with an 
ideal opportunity to research two particular aspects of HEI engagement that have received little 
attention:  
(1) to what extent do HEIs engage in less developed areas? and  
(2) how coherent are HEI engagement practices with public policy and development strategies?  
Pursuing reflections (Benneworth, 2013) that the economic impact of universities may be 
changing who the ‘winners’ and ‘losers’ in society are, I was interested in who the UL engages 
with and thus who stands to benefit. Mapping of engagement activities may be one way of 
identifying if the UL is reshaping or possibly reinforcing existing spatial patterns of 
development and disparities.  
The thesis is structured as follows: I first articulate the aims, goals and research questions that 
I have pursued in this master’s thesis (section 1.1) and outline what I expect to achieve through 
my thesis and identify audiences that could potentially benefit from my research (section 1.2). 
I then detail the methods I utilised in my research and specify where and when it was carried 
out (section 2). In the next section of the thesis, I present the results of a broad literature review 
that provide a theoretical basis and overview of key concepts related to HEI engagement, while 
also linking HEI engagement discourse with broader academic thinking on regional 
development (section 3.1). After developing this theoretical and conceptual framework for 
understanding the research topic, I also seek to embed the research topic within the Slovenian 
context by examining the institutional and policy environment in regards to HEI engagement 
in Slovenia and specifically at UL (section 3.2.1). The thesis then turns to presenting the results 
of my research, which are divided into two sets. One set covers the various formal mechanisms 
I was able to catalogue through which UL engages with external stakeholders (section 4.1). 
This set of results is used to map and detail the spatial pattern of engagement practices. The 
second set of results, centres on the case study area I examined, the BK/Pokolpje region, and 
allows me to highlight alternative and informal mechanisms via which UL engages as well as 
examine UL engagement in a lagging region (section 5). In this section I also present the 
thematic analysis of interviews relating to HEI engagement in the BK/Pokolpje region that I 
conducted with a diverse range of stakeholders. In the final section I reflect on both sets of 
results and examine how UL engagement practices relate to key concepts in the literature as 
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well as discuss what the engagement practices and patterns mean from a rural and regional 
development perspective (section 6).  
1.1 Aims, goals and research questions 
The primary aim of my research was to map the UL’s profile of external engagement in 
Slovenia. In other words, I sought to identify and catalogue UL’s domestic external 
collaboration activities and shed light on the scope and nature of these activities by analysing 
and mapping the relationships between UL and its partners and stakeholders. A particular aim 
was to examine to what extent UL engages in lagging regions: to this end, the thesis includes 
a case study of the Pokolpje region. 
In light of these aims I set out the following research goals: 
● Identify, catalogue and classify the collaboration and external engagement initiatives 
of the UL including its faculties and academies within Slovenia. 
● Map and analyse the geographical distribution of UL collaboration initiatives with 
domestic partners.  
● Identify possible ‘collaboration deserts’ where the UL does not engage with local 
partners. 
● Review how UL engagement aligns with Slovenian strategic innovation and 
development goals 
● Identify possible opportunities for and barriers to regional HEI collaboration  
● Discuss what UL engagement practices mean from local, regional and national 
development perspectives.   
Through my master’s research I endeavoured to answer the following research questions: 
● With whom does the UL engage and collaborate? 
● What types of external engagement does the UL undertake? 
● What are the spatial and historical patterns of UL engagement? 
● How do engagement practices align with community needs?  
1.2 Projected outcomes and target audiences 
As a comprehensive university and the leading HEI in Slovenia, UL represents a broad-based 
knowledge pool which could be tapped to bolster regional development and address challenges 
faced in communities and regions. Expertise is a particularly important element in the ongoing 
transition to a more knowledge intensive economy and society. The need for expert support is 
perhaps greatest in those communities and regions which have changed the least and have 
scarce resources, especially human capital, to draw upon. For this reason, I chose to include a 
case study, the Pokolpje region, specifically to examine the extent to which UL engages in 
what is considered to be a lagging region. 
I selected UL as the focus of my research for a number of reasons. The sole public HEI based 
in the nation’s capital, UL is Slovenia’s oldest (est. 1919), largest and most reputable 
university. It was the only HEI in Slovenia for a long time, with universities in Maribor (est. 
1975), Nova Gorica (est. 1995), the Slovenian coast region (est. 2003) and Novo mesto (est. 
2017) established more recently. Despite the emergence of these regional institutions, UL 
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continues to maintain its position as the leading HEI in the country and is considered an 
institution of national importance.  
Just as its host city, Ljubljana attracts workers from all over the country and sees much higher 
levels of investment than other Slovenian regions, so too UL draws in students from all regions 
and its faculties have budgets larger than their counterparts elsewhere in the country. Against 
this backdrop, I was keen to see if the knowledge generated and amassed by UL was prone to 
the same gravitational and political-economic forces that draw in and concentrate such 
significant amounts of resources both financial and human in the capital or if UL actively 
disseminates and shares its knowledge with those outside of academia and particularly with 
actors based outside of Ljubljana. While others have studied regional universities (see 
Chatterton, Goddard, 2000) and their impacts on and relationships to their surroundings, my 
thesis attempts to offer a new angle to HEI engagement studies by exploring the geography of 
engagement practices at a university of national importance. As UL is where I am completing 
my master’s degree, I have been able to leverage being an insider to access useful data. 
I envisage three audiences for this research; researchers, HEI administrators particularly at UL 
as well as public authorities and policy makers. 
Much discussion is evident both in public and academic spheres about the role and societal 
impact of HEIs and many policies and projects are already in place that are aimed towards 
deepening connections between HEIs and the broader community. Despite this, little research 
accompanies these discussions (Maskell, Törnqvist, 2003). Taking a research lens to actions 
and practices as a means for discerning institutional values and priorities may enable us to 
ascertain how these manifest in practices rather than simply in vision and mission statements. 
In essence, what do the institution’s actions say about its mission and vision? 
A key driver of the push to develop and promote the triple helix model as well as academic 
engagement initiatives more broadly (the concepts are discussed in section 3.1.3), is that they 
are said to ensure HEIs will produce outcomes, be it graduates, research or third mission 
outcomes, that are more relevant and useful for society. HEIs are considered as particularly 
important actors within innovation systems, with innovation viewed as a collaborative process 
based on diverse actors interacting, cooperating and learning together (Hermans, Klerkx, Roep, 
2012). Thus, UL engagement practices are of significant importance to regional innovation and 
development in Slovenia.  In this context my research on the nature and extent of UL’s regional 
engagement activities may provide useful insights for policy and decision makers. 
2 Methods 
Given the complexity of studying HEI engagement practices (Jongbloed, Enders, Salerno, 
2008), especially at UL due to the federated structure of the institution and challenges of 
obtaining complete information and data on this subject, I utilised a mixed methods approach 
combining quantitative and qualitative approaches. This allowed me to quantitatively analyse 
data that was available to me – I discuss the sources of the data I gathered below – while also 
supplementing this incomplete picture of engagement with qualitative data obtained through in 
person interviews. Figure 1 provides a general overview of the key sections of the thesis and 




Figure 1: Overview of thesis sections and methods. 
 
2.1 Literature review  
I commenced my research by conducting an extensive literature review encompassing diverse 
disciplinary perspectives on the topics of the third mission of universities and their 
contributions to innovation and development, while I continued to source and review literature 
throughout the course of my research.  
The Google Scholar platform was the primary source for finding literature relevant to my 
research topic. I based the searches on a diverse range of keywords in varied combinations 
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relating to the topic of my research; inter alia these search terms included: higher education, 
university, academic, engagement, third mission, triple helix, knowledge transfer, innovation, 
development, community, local and regional. I obtained additional references by reviewing 
author profiles and through citation chaining methods.  
A key aim of the review was to establish a theoretical and conceptual framework to understand 
and analyse the engagement discourse including as a means for interpreting related concepts 
(for example, knowledge triangle) policy and branding efforts (for example, entrepreneurial 
university), thus the review was intended to be informative and was conducted in a non-
systematic manner. As part of the review I also examined previously conducted literature 
reviews on relevant topics: regional contributions of HEIs (Arbo, Benneworth, 2007), modes 
and best practices of university engagement (Conway et al., 2009) and HEI-industry relations 
(Perkmann et al., 2013). 
I also reviewed grey literature including government policy documents and UL strategic 
documents related to the topics of third mission and regional development policy in Slovenia, 
as well as in connection with the case study I conducted – more on this below. These documents 
were obtained from the UL website, government websites including the Official Gazette of the 
Republic of Slovenia (Uradni list), as well as from the pokolpje.si website.  
2.2 Identifying and cataloguing UL engagement 
I collected information on UL engagement practices through two main approaches: firstly by 
reviewing publicly available information as well as additional information on engagement that 
I obtained directly from UL. Data from this approach served as the foundation for the catalogue 
of UL engagement practices I compiled. The catalogue thus provides a restricted picture of UL 
engagement practices since it is based on formal engagement practices that are reported either 
publicly or internally to the central administration of UL – more details on the refined scope of 
my research is outlined in section 6.2. In the second approach to identifying UL engagement 
practices I used a case study – more on this below – in order to obtain additional information 
about possible engagement not reported in the first set of sources I identified, including 
informal and alternative engagement practices. Results from the case study were not included 
in the catalogue as they serve as an illustrative example of other forms of engagement rather 
than a comprehensive overview of such additional forms of engagement at an institutional and 
nation-wide level. This two-pronged approach allowed me to highlight a broader range of 
engagement practices both formal and informal while also demonstrating the limitations of 
relying exclusively on published records of engagement. In this regard it also underscored the 
fact that the catalogue of engagement I developed does not provide a comprehensive account 
of all of UL’s engagement practices.   
Collaborations projects both as part of national and European Union (EU) programmes were 
one of the key channels I identified through which UL engages with domestic stakeholders. I 
accessed information on such projects from a range of sources including the Slovenian Current 
Research Information System (SICRIS) database that contains information on projects 
overseen by the Slovenian Research Agency (SRA). In total data for 6,322 projects were 
scraped1 from the SICRIS database, with projects dating back to 1994 and inclusive of 379 
 
1 Special thanks to Matevž Vučnik for his programming assistance that allowed me to access the data 
in spite of the user interface shortcomings of the SICRIS website.  
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projects that were ongoing as of 20 March 2018. The data included lists of partners on each 
project as well as the municipality in which partners were based, as well as the partner type 
(business entity, NGO, public research institute, etc.) and project type (basic scientific, applied, 
targeted, etc.) as classified by the SRA. I processed and filtered SRA project data to remove 
projects in which UL was not a participant as well as projects in which UL members did not 
engage with external partners; this left a total of 1,759 SRA projects meeting these criteria 
including 223 projects that as of 20 March 2018 were ongoing.  
The information on UL’s ongoing participation in EU projects as of March 2018 was obtained 
from the UL website. I then cross referenced the list of EU projects UL participated in against 
information in the CORDIS database, so as to examine who were the partners on each project 
and filter out projects in which UL was the only Slovenian partner. This was used as a crude 
method for ensuring projects I examined met my objective of cataloguing UL’s domestic 
engagement2. In total with this approach I identified 23 Horizon 2020 projects and seven other 
EU funded collaboration projects. 
I also contacted the UL projects office directly via email and they provided me (15, personal 
communication, 2018) with information on 197 ‘A creative path to knowledge’ (PKP) projects 
as well as 83 ‘Innovative student projects for society programme’ (ŠIPK) that UL had 
participated in between September 2016 and May 2018.  
Given the common discourse I encountered in my literature review about the entrepreneurial 
university and the emphasis on spin-off companies also within the triple helix modeI of HE, I 
also collated information from the website of the Ljubljana University Incubator (LUI) and 
cross referenced this information via online business databases (e.g. bizi.si) to obtain the 
registered addresses of companies and sole proprietor businesses that are listed as LUI alumni.  
2.3 Data analysis 
I processed and analysed the data I collected in Microsoft Excel and utilised descriptive 
statistics to present the number of projects and engagement events for each programme, 
including the relative share of partners based in Ljubljana. I also tested for spatial patterns in 
UL engagement practices by conducting least squares linear regression analysis and examining 
the correlation between local engagement – partners registered addresses were used as a proxy 
for the location where engagement occurred – and various socio-economic (number of 
businesses, business turnover), demographic (population) and geographic (distance from 
Ljubljana) indicators at the municipality level (LAU 2/NUTS 5). Coefficient of determination 
(R2) was used as the measure of goodness-of-fit correlation.  
QGIS Geographic Information Systems (GIS) software was used to map and analyse the spatial 
distribution of UL’s engagement activities. Base maps were obtained from the website of the 
Surveying and Mapping Authority of the Republic of Slovenia (GURS). 
Based on the literature review and quantitative as well as qualitative data on past UL 
engagement practices, I conducted a SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) 
analysis to examine the potential for future UL engagement practices. 
 
2 Of course it is possible that UL could have engaged domestically through these projects without there 
having been formal non-UL Slovenian partners.  
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2.4 Case study 
I adopted a case study approach as a means to uncover possible hidden forms of informal 
engagement and to examine the outcomes engagement policy and practice has on the ground 
in a lagging region. As part of the case study I conducted 143 semi-structured interviews with 
a wide range of stakeholders and potential stakeholders in HEI collaboration in the Pokolpje 
region including five academics, a university administrator, five representatives from four local 
governments and six representatives from four development/NGOs. These interview subjects 
were found by examining project documents for partners and in consultation with personal 
contacts I have with individuals with deep knowledge of Bela Krajina and its institutions.  
Interviews were conducted in-person and lasted between 30 and 90 minutes. They were 
recorded with the permission of participants, and I subsequently transcribed and translated 
segments of the interviews from Slovene into English. The interviews covered a wide range of 
issues including university and community collaboration, the role of HEIs in society and the 
impact of HEI on regional development. Interviews were used to gather information on the 
nature and scope of collaboration activities stakeholders are and have been involved in, as well 
as to gauge stakeholders’ perceptions regarding UL connections or lack thereof in the Pokolpje 
region.  
Interview subjects from academia were selected based on three criteria: (1) they had previously 
been involved in a collaboration initiative in BK or the Pokolpje region; (2) they had some 
form of personal connection to BK or the Pokolpje region; (3) they were or had been employed 
at UL4. It was not necessary for interviewees to satisfy all three criteria. In total five academics 
were interviewed in December 2018. Two professors interviewed were retired, while the others 
were at varying stages of their academic careers. One of the professors was employed at the 
University of Primorska though lectures periodically at various UL faculties. Two of the 
professors had been employed at separate departments (Slovene studies and Geography) within 
the Faculty of Arts, one was employed at the Biotechnical Faculty in the Department of 
Landscape Architecture and another at the Faculty of Education in the Department of Biology, 
Chemistry and Home Economics. The professor employed at the University of Primorska was 
based in the Department of Political Science, Sociology, Communication, Ethics and Cultural 
Studies in Management at the Faculty of Management. Of the five professors interviewed, two 
had previously worked with partners from the Pokolpje region though did not personally have 
a connection to the region; two professors had familial connections to BK though had not 
formally collaborated with partners in the region; and, just one of the professors had both a 
personal connection to the region and had collaborated both formally and informally with 
partners from the region.  
In addition to interviewing academics I interviewed a representative of the central 
administration of UL.  
Given one of the goals of the research was to examine UL engagement as it relates to 
development policy, I was particularly interested in discovering to what extent the UL 
cooperates with local partners on local and regional development initiatives. In line with this 
objective in July and August 2018 I conducted interviews with representative of eight 
 
3 In two cases interviews were conducted as group interviews with several representatives from the 
same organisation present and participating in the interviews. 
4 One interview subject was not employed at UL although they were included anyway given that they 
had a personal connection to BK and they had in the past periodically lectured at UL.  
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organisations in Pokolpje, including: the municipalities of Črnomelj, Metlika, Semič and 
Kočevje as well as the Kolpa Landscape Park Authority, Novo mesto Development Centre 
(lead partner of the Local Action Group (LAS) Dolenjska and Bela Krajina), Kočevje 
Development Centre (lead partner of the LAS Heritage Trails from Turjak to Kolpa) and the 
Bela Krajina Development Information Centre.  
I used thematic analysis (Braun, Clarke, 2006; Evans, 2018) to interpret the interviews as it 
allows for common themes to be identified on how diverse stakeholders actually experience 
engagement practices, including in the Pokolpje region. Within the process of thematic analysis 
‘latent themes’ were also identified linking stakeholder perceptions with concepts and ideas 
present in the academic literature. I chose this method for analysing interviews for its suitability 
for interpreting constructivist paradigms within social sciences (Evans, 2018). 
I analysed the engagement practices of the UL from a stakeholder theory perspective and 
specifically utilising Mitchell, Agle and Wood’s (1997) stakeholder salience approach. This 
approach was utilised by Benneworth and Jongbloed (2010) in the context of assessing HEI 
stakeholder relations; they observed that humanities, arts and social science stakeholders 
tended to have limited salience and were seen as of peripheral importance to universities; 
although they also discussed how policy interventions could temporarily bolster stakeholder’s 
salience.   
2.5 Area and period of study 
My research into UL and community collaboration across Slovenia examined formal 
collaboration initiatives at multiple scales including national (NUTS 1), regional (NUTS 3) and 
municipal (NUTS 5 or LAU 2) levels.   
In order to examine in more detail a broader range of possible collaboration initiatives that the 
UL, its faculties and academics have engaged in beyond the formal projects listed in public 
databases, I undertook a case study to examine also informal and alternative engagement 
practices within the Pokolpje region.  
The Pokolpje region is not an administrative unit rather it is an area consisting of seven local 
government areas (Črnomelj, Kočevje, Kostel, Loški potok, Metlika, Osilnica and Semič) that 
was designated by the Slovenian Government in 2011 (Sklep o dodatnih … , Uradni list RS, 
št. 26/11) as an area requiring additional development assistance due to its high level of 
unemployment as well as other development challenges. 
The primary focus of the case study was to provide a snapshot of current collaboration 
initiative. Alongside of that, I analysed all available historical data in the SICRIS database 
detailing formal project participation of UL members, which dates back to 1994 in order to find 
changes that may have occurred over this period. 
I should also note that the data I analysed and discussed are based on data I collected in 2018, 
except for governance relations which were analysed subsequently. 
3 Theoretical basis, key concepts and research context 
The concept of HEI engagement has appeared in academic literature and public policy 
discourse for decades. Indeed, as early as 1982 the OECD published a report on the topic: The 
University and the Community (CERI, 1982). In this thesis I use ‘engagement’ as an umbrella 
term to cover a myriad of interactions between academia and external actors. However, it must 
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be acknowledged that there is a rich and diverse literature in which a wide range of additional 
terms are used to articulate the varied relationships and practices associated with HEI 
engagement – some of which I will discuss further in the coming section. Engagement 
discourse also overlaps with ongoing broader discussions and debates both in academic and 
policy circles on the role of HEIs as well as the structure and dynamics of knowledge and 
innovation systems. The much-discussed shift to the knowledge-based economy and more 
broadly the knowledge society are said to heighten the critical role and impacts HEIs have on 
development (Shaw, Allison, 1999). As a statement from the European Communities puts it 
“Scientific research, technological development and innovation are at the heart of the 
knowledge-based economy, a key factor in growth, the competitiveness of companies and 
employment” (Commission of the European Communities, 2004, p. 2). Given this I will also 
draw on regional development concepts and theories as I examine UL engagement practices 
and discuss what they might mean from a local, regional and national development perspective.   
3.1 The University and its role 
[there is a] need for seeing scientific work and universities as complex and, occasionally, 
contradictory entities whose developmental trajectories are shaped by multiple historical, 
political and cultural characteristics 
        (Tuunainen, 2005, p. 293) 
Universities are among the oldest institutions in the world. In the centuries since they first 
emerged they have undergone countless transformations throughout which they have 
maintained their core function as bastions of accumulated knowledge, scholarship and learning. 
Alongside their original function of education, Calhoun (2006) reflects that the contemporary 
university is also expected to generate new knowledge through research. Pinheiro (2012) 
suggests that the university was classically seen as a “closed system” and “self-governed 
community of scholars”, operating in an institutional environment that sought to maintain its 
distance from current affairs and political influence. This distance, captured in the ideal of 
academic autonomy, was seen to allow for the accumulation of knowledge free from outside 
influence and ensure a degree of scientific objectivity. Scholars (Conway et al., 2009) have 
pointed out that universities were never completely detached from their surroundings and 
broader society, thus universities have never truly been ‘ivory towers’; yet the stereotype 
persists frequently as a criticism of seemingly disengaged institutions. Universities have not 
been immune from a diverse range of internal and external influences, prominent amongst 
which being the expanded, and expanding, pervasiveness of neo-liberalism and new public 
management over the past several decades. In light of this paradigm shift, citizens have been 
turned into clients and public institutions including HEIs into quasi-market actors required to 
justify their public funding and demonstrate how they benefit their stakeholders (Brennan, 
2008; Pinheiro, 2012b).  
Universities, confronted with such a myriad of challenges and opportunities have been 
reinterpreting their education and research practices while at the same time there has also been 
much discussion about the so-called ‘third mission’ of HEIs, that is the ways in which HEIs 
directly participate in fostering innovation and development, as well as addressing societal 
challenges.  
When examining the HE sector it is important to keep in mind that underpinning HEI and 
societal relationships are power structures that mediate what knowledge is being generated, 
who has access to it and at a basic level who is benefiting from HEI activities (Brennan, 2008). 
Despite the volume of rhetoric, particularly in public policy documents around the potential for 
11 
 
HEIs to be key players in economic development, it is clear that more research is needed to 
fully understand the impact HEIs are actually having in an economic and social sense. Brennan 
(2008) even goes so far to suggest that HEI’s impact on society may in certain situations be 
more accurately characterized as ‘obstructive’ as opposed to ‘constructive’.  
3.1.1 Education 
One significant change to education at HEIs has been the transition to mass education delivery. 
The first universities were elite institutions where a limited number of privileged young men 
studied the classical texts in Latin to prepare them for positions of leadership in society. Then, 
through the 16th to 18th centuries universities increasingly became centres of scientific inquiry. 
As Ernste (2007, p. 73) puts it, the new universities were “oriented towards progress and 
improvement rather than towards the timeless authority conferred by studying the classics”. In 
recent decades admissions have opened up and a significantly larger proportion of the 
population now proceeds onto higher education. In this context, there has been more focus on 
HEIs preparing young people en masse for the labour market. Today, higher education 
qualifications are required or at least desired throughout much of the economy. Thus, as 
universities have become gateways to the labour market increasingly employability has become 
a core issue in discussions about HE. In many countries the days of free tertiary education are 
over, with students and their families increasingly shouldering the financial burden for their 
education. From students’ perspectives and perhaps even more so from the perspective of those 
around the young people making the transition from school to university, HE is seen as an 
essential stepping stone to the labour market and for social mobility.  
Employability is also an important issue for employers who are looking to universities to turn 
out graduates with skills meeting employers’ needs, thus reducing the need for and expenses 
associated with on-the-job training. Of course for an employer’s bottom-line it is actually a 
good thing if there are more qualified persons than positions available as this has a downward 
effect on wages and thus the employer’s operating expenses.  
Partly in response to employability issues, a range of novel pedagogic approaches have been 
introduced at HEIs that bring external partners into the classroom as well as take students out 
into the ‘real world’ (Ostrander, 2004). One of these approaches has been service learning, 
which seeks to complement the codified knowledge students typically acquire in formal 
education with real world contextualised learning experiences or tacit knowledge as articulated 
by Polanyi (1966).  
3.1.2 Research 
There is also a diverse range of internal and external factors that have impacted, and continue 
to impact, on HEIs research activities. Against the backdrop of the spread of new public 
management governance, Demeritt and Lees (2005) argue that tax payer funded universities 
have increasingly been forced to justify their research practices and demonstrate their value 
and relevance. HEI administrators facing cutbacks in public funding have taken the opportunity 
(or, depending on one’s perspective, been forced) to make up the difference through 
commercialising research (spin-offs, patenting, etc.) or through alternative funding 
arrangements (contract research, joint-research, etc). Public authorities have likewise 
encouraged and/or pressured universities to do more with less. In the context of the expanding 
role of knowledge in the economy and society they have used funding and policies aimed at 
positioning and supporting HEIs to be catalysts for innovation and development. Demand for 
knowledge has also increased in the private sector and partnering with public research 
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institutions offers them access to expert knowledge and state subsidised research and 
development (Calhoun, 2006).  
3.1.3 Third mission and academic engagement 
Public HEIs have always been expected to produce public goods although there has been 
increasing pressure for HEIs to more visibly and directly engage in the economy and society. 
As Brennan (2008, p. 386) puts it, a new ‘social contract’ has been forged between HEIs and 
society to make university “teaching and research more publicly accountable and relevant to 
society”. As previously mentioned, beyond their traditional teaching and researching roles 
universities are becoming increasingly involved players economically and socially, in what is 
described as the third mission of HE. This additional role can take many forms, though there 
has been particular focus on HEI’s economic impact including universities’ links to 
businesses/industry, innovation and economic development. Pinheiro (2012b) spatialises the 
concept of the third mission, articulating it as a regional mission, in which HEIs are expected 
to play a prominent role in promoting and sustaining local and regional development. 
Moreover, he (Belshaw, Thomas, 1984 in Pinheiro, 2012) notes that it has been suggested that 
universities even have a “moral responsibility” to address the needs of socially disadvantaged 
communities.  
Particularly recently, HEIs have been going through a period of reflection on how to position 
themselves and interact with their various stakeholders: indeed more fundamentally HEIs and 
broader society are reconceptualising what role HEIs play and what activities universities 
should be undertaking. Pinheiro (2012b) also notes that many people have been calling for the 
third mission, including innovation, regional development and other outreach activities, to be 
considered part of and further integrated into HEIs’ core functions of education and research.  
Initiatives to open up HEIs and the marketisation of the HE sector are not without dangers. 
Calhoun (2006) has detailed the intense competition that exists between institutions and the 
risk that HEIs may be overly focused on branding and protecting reputations rather than 
effectively engaging with stakeholders. Such concerns are echoed by others. Brennan (2008) 
argues it cannot be taken as a given that universities activities align with the public interest. 
Cochrane and Williams (2013, p. 48) point out that engagement is not necessarily an altruistic 
activity, with institutions often reaping benefits from their forays into local development, for 
instance, they quote one local official in the UK, who stated that while their local university 
had “been a conscientious contributor to the regeneration of the area” it had also benefited from 
the redevelopment and even “taken advantage” of the local government initiatives in the area. 
Langa (2010) has provided a useful typology of academic engagement and identifies four 
approaches to engagement: ‘Homo academicus’, engagement within academia that aligns more 
closely with the traditional approaches to collaboration within HE; ‘Homo academicus 
economicus’, engagement with business and industry for the purposes of commercialising 
academic research; ‘Homo academicus politicus’, engagement with policy and decision 
makers; and, ‘Homo academicus consultans’, engagement through professional consultancy 
activities. Additionally, he (Langa, 2010) identifies four networks of engagement, including: 
academic, political, economic and civil society.  
Articulating more specific forms of interaction that take place between HEIs and businesses, 
and aligning most strongly with Langa’s conceptualisation of ‘Homo academicus economicus’ 
and the concepts of the triple helix and entrepreneurial university (topics I will discuss further 
below), Davey (2017) identifies ten types of engagement. These include: R&D cooperation, 
commercialisation of research, entrepreneurship, academic mobility, student mobility, co-
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development and/or co-delivery of curriculum, lifelong learning, governance, resource sharing 
and popularisation of science.  
3.1.3.1 Institutional orientation 
In their research on academic engagement in Europe, Boucher et al. (2003) note that traditional 
universities located in capital cities often consider themselves as nationally and internationally 
oriented institutions. Similarly, Nieth and Benneworth (2018) discuss how much of the 
discourse in HE has centred on excellence, with institutions striving to produce world-class 
research, potentially leading to regional engagement being considered as a task for 
internationally unsuccessful ‘second rate’ academics. Scholars (Benneworth, 2011; Gál, 
Ptaček, 2011) have warned that by overlooking the local and regional, HEIs that strive for 
excellence to win a place on a global stage risk creating ‘cathedrals in the desert’, where 
excellent institutions exist without any meaningful connections to their surroundings. 
Olmos-Penuela et al. (2016) note that knowledge generated through collaboration with 
knowledge users is more likely to be pertinent to their needs. In lagging regions such needs 
generally do not include knowledge transfer on cutting-edge technological innovations as these 
regions tend not to house internationally competitive companies. Of course some outstandingly 
innovative companies are based in lagging regions but they tend to be outliers. These regions 
often require social and organisational innovations to enable them to develop (Gál, Ptaček, 
2011). This suggests that there is a disconnect between the orientation of leading metropolitan 
universities and the knowledge needs in lagging regions including peripheral areas or as 
Hamilton, Osborne, Tibbitt (2013) put it, an engagement gap.    
Scholars (Benneworth, 2013; Benneworth, Jongbloed, 2010) have noted that policy and 
research on engagement practices between HEI and society focused, initially at least, 
predominantly on connections to industry and on technological transfer processes, which aimed 
to generate innovations and commercialise research. Such connections have been most evident 
in technical science and engineering, the so called ‘hard science’ disciplines. Benneworth and 
Jongbloed (2010) point out that such commercialisation initiatives are more challenging and 
less common in the Humanities and Social Sciences. A related concept is the idea of the 
entrepreneurial university where commercialisation of research is actively promoted through 
spin-off companies, university incubators, public private partnerships, contract research, etc.   
3.1.3.2 Conceptualizing HE external relations 
Weerts and Sandmann (2008) suggest that traditionally HEIs interacted with communities in a 
‘one-way’ approach and the increasing use of the term engagement reflects a shift towards a 
‘two-way’ approach to community relations – see Table 1: Engagement and models of 
knowledge flow. for a more detailed comparison of the differences between the approaches. 
This means that rather than academics producing and disseminating knowledge with limited 
input from external actors, community partners are now actively involved in posing research 




Table 1: Engagement and models of knowledge flow. 
Source: adapted from Weerts, Sandmann, 2008, p. 80. 
 Traditional model Contemporary open models – triple- quadruple- helix, 
engaged, entrepreneurial… 
Epistemology Positivist – value neutral knowledge, detached and ‘exists on its 
own’. Logical, ration perspective. 




Codifiable – formal, disembodied, published. Codifiable knowledge is complemented by tacit knowledge – 
know-how, know-who and know-what. 
Knowledge transfer One-way from HEIs to communities.  Two-way HEIs and communities exchange expert knowledge. 




Education – graduates carry embodied knowledge with them into 
the outside world. 
Academic publishing. 
Traditional mechanisms as well as a diverse range of others, inter 
alia including: 
- Partnerships 
- Colocation facilities – (planning for spillovers) 
- Spin-offs/start-ups 
Metaphors ‘Ivory tower’; ‘Community of scholars’; Community partners as 
‘empty vessels’ to be filled.  





Academic publications, citation ratings, academic conference 
presentations, mentoring of students, teaching appraisals. 
Alongside traditions indicators also stakeholder appraisals, 
participation in non-academic projects, publications in popular 
media, etc. 
HEI governance Internally governed by academics, administrators and to a lesser 
extent students also have a say over decisions.  
External stakeholders are given a ‘seat at the table’.  
Risks ‘Cathedral in the desert’ – amass knowledge with little relevance 
for surrounding communities. 
Loss of legitimacy and withdrawal of public funding. 
Loss of academic autonomy – potentially eroding HEIs ability to 
provide a critical voice. 
Institutional capture by vested interests. 
15 
 
One of the most prominent topics in third mission discourse has been HEI-industry and 
government relationships, which is perhaps most commonly articulated in the triple-helix 
model. Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff (2000) have been particularly central to developing this 
model which suggests that with government support and in collaboration with industry, HEIs 
can play an increasing role in generating innovations and knowledge with commercial value. 
The model thus seeks to encourage relationships between actors seen as critical within the 
innovation system, and stronger connections particularly between researchers and industries 
seen as a way to facilitate technological transfer and knowledge exchanges between knowledge 
producers and users.  
There have also been efforts to examine engagement practices and strategies beyond simply 
HEI-industry connections: thus, building on the triple-helix model the quadruple-helix model, 
as well as the engaged university concept, propose a broader perspective on HEI community 
relationships and consider the social factors underpinning engagement and the societal impacts 
such engagement can produce (Benneworth, 2013). In the quadruple helix model civil society 
organisations are also considered relevant and legitimate stakeholders, as they articulate the 
challenges faced by different communities and express community demand for innovation. 
Ramaley (2005) too examines HEI interactions that extend beyond industry with the concept 
of the engaged university, which is identified through nine characteristics, including: 
recognition of civic engagement as a strategic objective; continuous and purposeful community 
engagement; community concerns are incorporated into curriculum; actions are taken with 
consideration of the community; community engagement/development activities are 
supported, promoted and rewarded; there is a culture of engagement; interdisciplinary 
approaches are pursued; internally and externally attention is given to engagement activities; 
and, engagement activities are evaluated.  
The concept of the learning region seeks to highlight the multifaceted nature of innovation 
and regional development, suggesting that these processes depend on collaboration and 
interactive learning among a diverse set of actors with a wide range of capacities (Asheim, 
2012; Florida, 1995; Rutten, Boekema, 2007). The ‘region’ aspect of the concept is based on 
innovation and regional development being spatially embedded processes involving diverse 
actors, including private entities, public authorities, community groups and non-governmental 
organisations as well as research and educational institutions collaborating with each other and 
exchanging knowledge (Hermans, Klerkx, Roep, 2012). Supporting this view, Nyhan (2007) 
stresses that a fundamental feature of innovation processes is that they are embedded in a local 
environment, pointing out that the intensely collaborative nature of innovation processes means 
that such activities operate most effectively in ‘near environments’ where actors can work 
together on a face-to-face basis and through interacting learn about each other’s needs, 
capabilities and capacities. In this context the region has emerged as the space in which close 
relations can be maintained while at the same time it is of sufficient scale to include a diversity 
of actors with the capacity to mobilise resources.  
Nyhan (2007, p. 19) characterises these relational innovation networks as ‘webs of interaction’ 
in which, he argues, universities can act as ‘spiders’, performing a critical role linking elements 
and reshaping possibilities including through education, research and third mission activities 
tailored to local needs. Universities are also seen as key bridging institutions facilitating the 
flow of globally generated knowledge into local environments (Maskell, Törnqvist, 2003).  
3.1.3.3 HEI stakeholders 
The concept of stakeholders, and the associated stakeholder theory, has been used as a way 
to analyse HEI and community relations (Mainardes, Alves, Raposo, 2010). The theory 
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emerged from the world of business and posits that it is important for companies to pay 
attention not only to the owners or shareholders but also to any individual or group, which may 
be affected by companies’ activities. Stakeholder theory as it relates to public institutions 
identifies stakeholders as individuals and groups affected by the institution’s activities along 
with those that “have the power to directly impact on the future of the organisation” 
(Mainardes, Alves, Raposo, 2010, p. 77). According to these scholars HEIs have struggled and 
continue to do so, when it comes to identifying all of their stakeholders, understanding 
stakeholders needs and developing effective stakeholder engagement procedures. Indeed, 
scholars investigating HEI stakeholders have also struggled to reach a consensus on even the 
most fundamental issues, such as who are HEI stakeholders (Jongbloed, Enders, Salerno, 2008; 
Mainardes, Alves, Raposo, 2010)?  
Mitchell, Agle and Wood’s (1997) concept of stakeholder salience provides a basis to clarify 
the confusion over which stakeholders matter to HEIs and the nature of the relationship 
between institutions and stakeholders. They suggest that three factors underpin a stakeholder’s 
importance or ‘salience’ to HEIs: power, legitimacy and urgency. Power represents the actor’s 
ability to influence a HEI, legitimacy refers to the societal norms and expectations that underpin 
the relationship and urgency reflects the immediacy of the stakeholders needs. Jongbloed, 
Enders and Salerno (2008) utilised stakeholder salience to develop a typology of HEI 
stakeholders (Figure 2: Stakeholder typology.Figure 2), identifying seven classes of 
stakeholders divided into three main groups: latent, expectant and definitive stakeholders.   
Figure 2: Stakeholder typology. 
 
Source: Adapted from Jongbloed, Enders, Salerno, 2008. 
3.1.3.4 Linking HEI engagement and development discourse 
Much of the interest in the potential for HEIs to contribute to innovation and regional 
development stems from a few success stories such as the close relations between Stanford 
University and Silicon Valley as well as the Cambridge-Boston biotech industries cluster that 
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is closely linked to the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Harvard University 
(Vaessen, Van der Velde, 2003). However, scholars (Asheim, 2012; Rutten, Boekema, 2007; 
Wellbrock, Roep, Wiskerke, 2012) have pointed out that these successful examples, where the 
triple-helix model has indeed led to remarkable innovation and development have tended to 
occur in core economic and urban areas. Wellbrock, Roep and Wiskerke (2012) voice concern 
that over emphasising the importance of HEI-industry relations obscures the extent of support 
needed to facilitate learning and innovation in non-core regions, particularly in rural areas. 
Exploring the geography of innovation further, Scott (2006) points out that hubs or 
“incubators” of innovation, tend to be located in large urban environments and, argues that 
entrepreneurs base themselves in such settings as they offer the developed infrastructure, 
readily available commercial real estate and diverse services, that start-ups require. 
Additionally, urban centres are said to be locales that facilitate positive externalities or 
spillovers (Florida, 1995). For instance, given that HEIs tend to be located in urban centres it 
is typically easier to recruit qualified workers in cities, while entrepreneurs in innovative hubs 
are able to watch and learn from the successes and failures of other entrepreneurs. Scott (2006) 
argues that in many sectors of the new economy it is agglomeration forces which dominate 
leading to localised clustering of businesses. Agglomeration is said to be reinforced and 
consolidated by the growth of services associated with and supportive of entrepreneurial 
activity including legal and financial services including access to venture capital (Scott, 2006). 
The collaborative nature of the cultural economy also means that people employed in the sector, 
or the ‘creative class’ in Florida’s (2003) terms, tend to congregate such that here too it is 
possible to observe agglomeration tendencies.  
Feldman and Kogler (2010) outline a number of hurdles to the free flow of information, 
including the idea that potential users of information may lack the “absorptive capacity” to 
make use of knowledge. They (Feldman, Kogler, 2010) also argue that knowledge particularly 
tacit knowledge is most effectively transferred in-person and face-to-face communication may 
be especially important where the degree of relational proximity is greater since different 
communities of practice generally have their own set of norms and communication practices. 
Thus more intensive direct engagement might be needed to overcome such differences.  
According to Westlund and Kobayashi (2013) the emergence of the knowledge economy has 
gone hand in hand with a restructuring of spatial development patterns. They argue that the 
traditional dichotomy between urban and rural is ‘totally obsolete’, with rural areas in growing 
or expanding regions having more in common with urban centres also experiencing growth 
compared to rural areas in lagging or ‘declining’ regions. Lang (2015) similarly suggests 
researchers should move beyond static approaches to studying regional development, since the 
disparities that exist between rural and urban or else core and periphery areas are not fixed but 
rather the result of dynamic social, economic and political multi-scale interactions and 
processes. In the European context Lang (2015) points out that despite regional development 
or cohesion policy being a major focus of the EU, regional polarisation and peripheralization 
are increasing across much of Europe, particularly in Central and Eastern European countries 
where capital cities dominate their national economies. Lang (2015) argues policy makers both 
nationally and in the EU have positively viewed the impressive growth rates experienced in 
CEE capital cities and leading regions and largely just hoped that there would be spill-over or 
spill-out effects that would also lead to increased development in peripheral regions.  
Wellbrock, Roep and Wiskerke (2012) also point to globalisation and the emergence of the 
knowledge economy as factors that have reshaped development trends, arguing there has been 
a shift in rural development practices away from sector-oriented development initiatives 
towards place-based development approaches, particularly neo-endogenous approaches. 
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Evidence from studies of the EU LEADER programme has shown regional development to 
have been most successful in communities with high levels of human and social capital and 
where established networks are in place allowing communities to connect with external 
partners (Bock, 2016). Wellbrock, Roep and Wiskerke (2012) developed an adapted ‘learning 
region’/triple helix model, they term the ‘the learning rural area’ (see Error! Reference source n
ot found.), which similar to the original models recognises the importance of diverse 
knowledge, interactive learning and collaboration among diverse stakeholders, also 
incorporates specific factors and dynamics relevant in rural contexts. 
Figure 3: Learning rural area. 
 
Source: Wellbrock et al., 2013, p. 422. 
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3.2 Institutional and policy background to UL engagement 
3.2.1 The University of Ljubljana 
By 2020, the University of Ljubljana will be recognized as an internationally 
open and excellent research university, creatively contributing to the quality 
of life.  
- UL vision statement (University of Ljubljana, 2012) 
Founded in 1919, UL is Slovenia’s oldest and largest HEI. It is a comprehensive university 
consisting of 23 faculties and three academies: all but one are located in Ljubljana. The Faculty 
of Maritime Studies and Transportation is in the coastal municipality of Portorož/Portorose and 
some faculty units are located outside of Ljubljana. In 2018 UL had almost 38,000 students 
enrolled and employed just over 6,000 people including around 3,500 teaching and research 
staff. 
Reviewing the University of Ljubljana Strategy 2012-2020 (University of Ljubljana, 2012) 
makes clear that UL also considers third mission activities an important element of its charter 
or as the relevant section in the strategy puts it: “Use of knowledge – third dimension of the 
university”.   
For instance the UL mission statement in the strategy has the following passage: 
The UL cooperates with organizations from economy [sic] and service in 
public and private sector, with state organizations, local communities, and 
civil society. With this cooperation accelerates the use of own research and 
educational achievements and contributes to the social development. With 
active responses to events in the environment represents the critical conscience 
of the society.  
      (University of Ljubljana, 2012) 
One of the UL’s strategic priorities is ‘creating knowledge and art for sustainable social and 
individual development’, as part of which UL specifies that it “has a primary role of the largest 
research organization and of the centre for development of artistic activities in the state and 
intends to remain so in the future.”  
The strategy also reflects on the position of UL, as being “the most important knowledge 
centre” in the country and an internationally relevant institution. The following passage from 
the strategy as well as UL’s vision statement (quoted above) highlight the clear focus on 
internationalisation.  
The University of Ljubljana considers the Slovenian environment central, yet 
insufficient for the development of its knowledge 
potentials...internationalization of recruitment and exchange of staff, students 
and researchers, plays a crucial role, as well as pursuit of European and other 
research funds, formation of joint research groups and study programmes, 
offer of education, development, counselling and other services outside 
Slovenia, etc.          
      (University of Ljubljana, 2012) 
The UL strategy also makes reference to the city of Ljubljana itself and the 
university’s relationship to it, noting that “[Ljubljana is] infrastructurally equipped 
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for institutional cooperation with the Slovenian and foreign institutions” and that “the 
city has always been attracting [sic] domestic and foreign students and will remain 
so with intensifying existing links between the UL and the capital city.” The strategy 
also states UL presence in Ljubljana gives the capital the “youthful character of a 
university city.” These quotes very much mirror city university relationships 
elsewhere (see Cochrane, Williams, 2013), and they highlight the synergistic and 
positive relationship between UL and its host city. In contrast the strategy (University 
of Ljubljana, 2012) characterises the location of the Faculty of Maritime Studies and 
Transport in Portorož/Portorose as well as other faculty units dispersed outside of 
Ljubljana as having a “negative impact on integration of faculties and programmes”.   
3.2.2 Socio-economic and political geography of Slovenia 
Before examining connections between UL and external partners as well as UL engagement in 
regional development practices I will provide a brief overview of the economic and socio-
political geography of Slovenia in order to provide context for my thesis topic. Furthermore, I 
also review key policy documents relating to higher education, innovation and development, 
and cohesion policy in Slovenia. 
Slovenia’s fragmented political and administrative landscape with 212 municipalities (see 
Figure 4Error! Reference source not found.) ranging in size from 7 km2 to 555 km2 and in 
population from 353 to 295,504 (SURS, 2021) and no regional level authorities makes the task 
of engaging in regional development processes a challenging one. While in a country where 
practically every part of the country is within a two-hour drive of the capital, it is also difficult 
to directly transpose approaches and concepts related to HEI regional engagement particularly 
the idea of regionalisation of HE that have been developed and studied in larger and more 
populous countries. 
 Figure 4: Slovenian administrative, statistical and municipal units. 
 
Source: SURS, 2011; GURS, 2021. 
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The capital city, Ljubljana, is the most important economic and administrative hub in Slovenia. 
In their research on daily mobility patterns in Slovenia, Bole and Gabrovec (2012) note that 
while Ljubljana has always been the largest employment centre in the country, daily commutes 
to the capital are actually increasing at a faster rate compared to other employment centres and 
commutes are covering greater distances. This is further indication of the polarisation that is 
occurring with Ljubljana continuing to grow at a faster pace relative to most other parts of 
Slovenia. Disparities between urban and rural Slovenia are not just evident in an economic 
sense but are also cultural and political (Ravbar, Bole, Nared, 2005). Moreover, research that I 
conducted with my colleagues (Cosier et al., 2014) shows regional disparities are diverse and 
multifaceted.  
3.2.2.1 Overview of the policy landscape 
As I have already mentioned policy documents commonly draw on the discourse of education, 
science and research as pathways to innovation and development, and this is also the case in 
the Slovenian context. Given, the focus of my thesis on the role played by UL in Slovenian 
national and regional innovation systems as well as its contributions more broadly to 
development and addressing societal challenges, it is clear that this touches on a broad spectrum 
of policy areas, with multiscale dimensions as funding and policy directives span local, national 
and EU levels. Education and human capital as well as knowledge transfer and partnerships are 
horizontal elements with relevance to virtually all aspects of public policy. Although it is 
beyond the scope of this thesis to discuss sector by sector how the policy framework structures 
and influences UL engagement, I will, however, review some of the key policy documents to 
highlight from a policy perspective what role is envisaged for Slovenian HEI including in an 
innovation and development sense.  
Turning first to higher education policy in Slovenia the opening section of the Resolution on 
National programme of higher education 2011-2020 (hereinafter referred to as NPHE; Uradni 
list RS, no. 41/11) stipulates that “knowledge is a public good and education is a public 
responsibility”, while the document also lays out a vision for a Slovenian higher education 
system that is “responsive to societal needs and expectations”. It also states that “higher 
education together with scientific research are considered the bedrock of Slovenia’s 
development ambitions”, and consistent with this view the NPHE was developed to align with 
the Slovenian Development Strategy as well as the Europe 2020 Agenda. In evaluating the 
condition of the Slovenian HE system the NPHE suggests that “there are clear systematic 
disconnects and disjuncture between higher education, scientific research, technological 
research and economic development”. Looking at universities specifically the NPHE stated 
that “universities are autonomous institutions, free from direct influence from economic, 
political and other actors though at the same time have to be responsible and respond to 
societal expectations”. A key goal of the plan is also to more clearly demarcate the higher 
education landscape and correct what is characterised as the blurring of missions of university 
and vocational (VET) education, with the report suggesting the former should be producing, 
and disseminating to students, new knowledge generated through high quality research that is 
internationally recognised; it also calls on HEI to more actively involve students in research 
activities. On the other hand, VET programmes are designed to provide students with technical 
competencies determined within the national qualifications framework and in collaboration 
with employers, particularly in the private sector and in the regions where colleges are located. 
Another key goal of the plan is improving cooperation between HEIs and public research 
institutions as well as with business and non-profit partners, specifically by encouraging 
collaborative research and innovation projects. While it also calls on HEIs to seek input of 
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employers in developing study programmes and to incorporate non-academic staff into the 
pedagogical process of VET programmes. Elaborating further on this point, the plan suggests 
that HEIs should consider labour market needs when offering programmes and that courses 
should provide knowledge and skills that prepare graduates to enter the workforce. One of the 
main tools policy makers have is the conditions they apply to funding. To ensure financial 
stability and institutional autonomy public HEIs in Slovenia are largely funded via a lump sum 
model although there is also a variable funding arrangement tied to performance and goal 
attainment (i.e. scientific excellence, internationalisation, etc.) as well as additional funds 
provided for various development and socially oriented initiatives which tie in with Slovenia’s 
Smart Specialisation Strategy (SSS). The plan also calls for the development of a standard 
methodology for monitoring the effectiveness of public funding for HEIs.  
As this brief reflection on some of the key elements of the NPHE shows the policy document 
incorporates many of the key themes present in the HEI engagement literature: an emphasis on 
academic excellence that is tied in with a narrative about internationalisation; the triple-helix 
model is also embraced with Slovenian universities encouraged to develop joint research and 
innovation with external partners and there is a strong focus on aligning education activities 
with labour market needs, which falls under the rubric of graduate employability; there is also 
discussion of the social responsibility of universities and the related subject of efficiency and 
efficacy of public funding. Looking at the NPHE from a geographical perspective there are 
also a few notable points relevant in the context of my thesis: namely universities are 
encouraged to increase their international linkages and there is an emphasis on priority areas 
that are largely articulated at the national and EU levels; similarly collaboration with external 
partners is seen as a tool to boost international competitiveness. In terms of regional 
engagement the NPHE envisages more of a role for VET institutions compared to universities. 
Perhaps it is also worth pointing out that the NPHE does not include any reference to rural 
areas or lagging regions.  
As is mentioned in the NPHE, a core element of development and cohesion policy in Slovenia 
in the 2014-2020 programming period and tied to the Europe 2020 Strategy has been that of 
the SSS, which seeks to support development focused on priority areas in which a region or 
country have a comparative advantage. The ‘smart’ element refers to the emphasis in the policy 
of harnessing and bolstering research and innovation capacities, particularly by “strengthening 
collaboration in the knowledge triangle” in EU parlance. The focus on the knowledge triangle, 
consisting of education, research and business spheres – see Figure 5 – mirrors the triple helix 
approach and builds off the premise that innovation is a non-linear process that is facilitated 
through interactive learning, knowledge exchange and collaborative efforts.  
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Figure 5: The knowledge triangle. 
 
Source: adapted from EIT, 2012. 
The Slovenian plan for the development of research infrastructure (NRRI) also discusses 
(Government of the Republic of Slovenia, 2011a) investment in research infrastructure as being 
not only important in the context of bolstering Slovenia’s research capacities but also as a 
means, inter alia, for increasing the competitiveness of Slovenian businesses, fostering 
economic development and improving people’s livelihoods along with tackling social 
challenges. The assessment criteria for determining development priorities favoured proposals 
that contributed to the regionalisation and internationalisation, particularly within the EU, of 
Slovenian science and research activities, and proposals that contributed to reducing regional 
disparities in Slovenia were also favourably assessed. 
From a regional development perspective in Slovenia one of the central policy documents is 
the Rural development programme 2014-2020 (in Slovene: Program razvoja podeželja; 
hereinafter referred to using the acronym PRP). In the PRP (Government of the Republic of 
Slovenia, 2014) innovation is again identified as a non-linear process and knowledge transfer 
is listed as a key goal although it calls for it to take place through targeted collaboration in the 
agricultural and forestry sectors, especially as a means for the sectors to reduce their 
environmental and climate impacts. Thus, the programme will support knowledge transfer 
initiatives that align more with traditional models of agricultural extension than with 
contemporary discourse of academic engagement. Indeed most of the focus of the PRP relates 
to the agricultural and forestry sectors, for instance 26 of the 31 assessed areas of need to 
support rural development in Slovenia could be considered agricultural and forestry related 
with just five dealing with other rural priorities. This is not surprising given that most of the 
funding for the programme is drawn from the European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development, with a much smaller part of the programme financed through the European 
Regional Development Fund, European Maritime and Fisheries Fund as well as the European 
Social Fund. Likewise it is not surprising that UL’s BF and VF are active partners in this 
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programme. Although given that one of the identified needs listed in the PRP is ‘Diversification 
of non-farm activities in rural areas’ there would still appear to be scope for engagement with 
other disciplines as well.  
4 Results: a snapshot of University of Ljubljana community engagement 
4.1 University of Ljubljana engagement 
There is a range of different programmes and initiatives through which UL, its faculties, 
academics and students undertake third mission activities and engage with external partners 
both in a formal and informal manner. The following section outlines the results from my 
analysis of formal collaboration initiatives for which I was able to obtain data. It is important 
to note here that given the federated structure of UL it is possible that the catalogue of projects 
and initiatives I compiled and analysed omits other projects and cases of engagement that 
faculties and individual staff were involved in. I also assume that the dataset excluded many 
informal and other forms of external engagement. I will return to these types of initiatives in 
the discussion of the BK/Pokolpje region case study.   
4.1.1 Cataloguing UL engagement 
4.1.1.1 Slovenian Research Agency funded/co-financed projects 
Data downloaded on 20 March 2018 from the SICRIS database shows that since 1994 the SRA 
had financed or co-financed 1,754 projects in which at least one UL member collaborated with 
an external5 partner. Of the 349 such projects that commenced between 2014-2018, (i.e. in the 
2014-2020 programming period), 223 of which were ongoing as of March 20 2018 (SICRIS, 
2018).  
The SRA projects are categorised into three main groups: basic, applied and targeted research 
projects. Figure 6 shows the breakdown of project type for SRA managed UL projects 
involving external partners between 2014 and 2020. Targeted research projects, also known by 
their Slovenian abbreviation CRP, are part of a programme designed and funded by national 
government ministries that encourage interdisciplinary research in strategic areas, such as: 
economic competitiveness; peace and security; and development of Slovenian agriculture 









5 External partners also included UL affiliated organisations e.g. National University Library, 




Figure 6: UL SRA engagement projects by type. 
 
Source: SICRIS, 2018. 
Since 1994 UL has collaborated with 315 different external partners through SRA projects. In 
the 2014-2020 programming period (up to 20 March 2018) UL engaged with 120 separate 
partners. In terms of the geography of collaboration, UL partners on SRA projects were based 
in 56 of Slovenia’s 212 municipalities. There is a pronounced concentration of engagement 
within the capital itself, with 1,100 (62.5 percent) of the 1,754 projects involving external 
collaboration engaging partners exclusively based within the City of Ljubljana. This figure was 
even higher for projects which were ongoing as of March 20 2018, with 65.9 percent of projects 
involving exclusively Ljubljana-based partners. UL has collaborated with 162 partners that are 
based in Ljubljana which represents 51.4 percent of all the partners it has engaged with through 
SRA projects. The rest of UL’s partners are dispersed throughout the country with only Maribor 
and Celje, Slovenia’s second and fourth largest cities respectively, each hosting more than 10 
organisations that have collaborated with UL. The regularity of collaboration with partners 
from Ljubljana is also much higher; for instance, among the top 20 UL partners who have 
participated in at least 20 projects, 75 percent are based in the capital.  
Participation in SRA projects also varied widely among UL faculties and academies (see 
Figures 7Figure 8): the latter basically having not participated in SRA projects at all. The 
Biotechnical Faculty has participated in by far the most SRA projects engaging in 522 projects 
with external partners. The Faculty of Medicine (219), Faculty of Electrical Engineering (165), 
Faculty of Arts (153) and Faculty of Mechanical Engineering (130) follow as the next most 
engaged although if faculty size (in terms of student enrolments) is taken into consideration the 
faculties that have engaged most with external partners are the Biotechnical Faculty, Veterinary 
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Figure 7: UL engagement through SRA projects 1994-2018 by faculty/academy6. 
 
Source: SICRIS, 2018. 
Figure 8: UL engagement in SRA projects commencing between 2014 and 2018 by 
faculty/academy6 and project type. 
 
Source: SICRIS, 2018. 
4.1.1.2 Ljubljana University Incubator 
One of the key trends in HEI is towards supporting entrepreneurship with the goal of translating 
academic knowledge and scientific research into commercially viable products, services and 
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businesses. Following this trend, UL founded the Ljubljana University Incubator (LUI) in 
2004. Up until 2018 LUI had supported 98 start-ups, businesses or individuals. 
In 2018 there were 947 LUI alumni entities registered in 26 municipalities, with fifty-seven 
(60.6 percent) of alumni businesses registered in the City of Ljubljana. 
4.1.1.3 EU projects 
UL members were also participants within the EU’s flagship research and innovation 
programme for the period 2014-2020, Horizon 2020 (H2020). As of March 2018, UL faculties 
were participating in 23 Horizon 2020 projects that included at least one other Slovenian 
partner thus representing an opportunity for knowledge transfer within Slovenia. In total, 25 
external Slovenian partners participated in those projects, with partners spread across eight 
municipalities: 16 (64%) of these partners were based in Ljubljana.  
Alongside the Horizon 2020 projects, as of March 2018 UL was participating in seven other 
EU funded projects through various programmes (three within the Operational programme for 
strengthening regional development potentials; two under Interreg Slovenia-Italy cross border 
cooperation; one under Interreg Slovenia-Austria cross border cooperation; and one under 
Urban Innovation Action). Across these seven projects UL members collaborated with 30 
partners, one of which was a partner on two separate projects. The domestic partners on these 
projects were based in eight different municipalities; with 22 (73%) of the partner organisations 
located in Ljubljana, two in Koper/Capodistria and one each in Maribor, Nova Gorica, Kranj, 
Ravne na Koroškem, Šentjur and Ajdovščina. 
4.1.1.4 Innovative Research and Development Projects 
Alongside the Horizon 2020 projects, between 2014 and 2018 UL participated in Innovative 
Research and Development projects (in Slovene: Raziskovalno-razvojni inovativni projekti 
hereinafter referred to using the acronym RRI) co-financed by the European Regional 
Development Fund, the Slovenian Ministry of Economic Development and Technology and 
Ministry of Education, Science and Sport (MIZS). As of March 2018 UL faculties were 
participating in nine projects, in collaboration with 98 partners from 37 municipalities: 37 
(37.8%) of these partners were based in Ljubljana. A noteworthy feature of these projects was 
their multidisciplinary nature; project consortia generally included multiple different faculties 
frequently from other Slovenian HEIs apart from UL.  
4.1.1.5 Innovative student projects for society 
Since the 2016-2017 academic year, MIZS and the EU, via the European Social Fund, have 
co-financed the Innovative Student Projects for Society programme (Študentski inovativni 
projekti za družbeno korist – hereinafter referred to using the acronym ŠIPK). ŠIPK projects 
are relatively small scale and are a form of service learning, designed to give students practical 
experience working with Slovenian not-for-profit and non-governmental organisations, while 
simultaneously providing benefits to the project partners and the local community more 
broadly. Between 2016-2018 UL participated in 83 ŠIPK projects, collaborating with 85 
different partners from 22 municipalities. Of these partners, 57 (67%) were based in Ljubljana. 
 
7 For four alumni entities listed on the LUI website I was unable to obtain an address. Additionally, a 
number of alumni businesses had closed down, for such businesses, the registered addresses from when 
the businesses were still operating was used. 
28 
 
Another interesting aspect of ŠIPK projects was that a more diverse group of UL members 
engaged in such projects, with 21 members participating including members that had not or 
only infrequently participated in SRA projects. 
4.1.1.6 A creative path to knowledge 
A Creative Path to Knowledge (in Slovene: Po kreativni poti do znanja; hereinafter referred to 
using the acronym PKP) is a programme supported by MIZS and the European Social Fund 
that provides funding for small-scale projects carried out by consortia of HEIs and community 
partners (including businesses and non-profit organisations). The aim of the programme is to 
promote linkages between HEIs and the wider community, while PKP projects have the dual 
goals of utilising academic knowledge and students’ motivation in developing innovative 
solutions to real world challenges along with providing students with an opportunity to learn 
from experts and practitioners in a practical setting, i.e. it has a strong service-learning element. 
Another important aspect of PKP projects is that they are carried out by interdisciplinary groups 
with students and mentors coming together from different faculties.  
In the 2016-2017 academic year, as part of the PKP programme UL members participated in 
99 projects in collaboration with 104 business partners and 68 non-profit partners. 
Collaboration took place with partners from 53 different municipalities with 52.4 percent of 
partners being based in Ljubljana. As of May 2018, an additional 80 PKP projects had been 
approved involving UL member collaboration with 124 businesses and non-profit partners. 
While from 41 different municipalities, 55.6 percent of them were based in Ljubljana. 
Similar to the ŠIPK programme, there was also broad institution wide participation in the PKP 
programme, with all but one academy engaging in such projects.  
While the PKP programme mirrors the trend observed in other programmes with a large 
proportion of partners based in Ljubljana, PKP projects appear to have engaged a broader set 
of partners compared to SRA funded projects. For instance, PKP projects for the period 2016-
2020 included partners from 31 municipalities where there has been no prior engagement 
within the SRA framework. This is encouraging from the perspective of broadening 
engagement to a more diverse range of communities,  
4.1.1.7 Governance relationships 
It is also important to note that UL participates in various governance and policy development 
processes8. For instance, a UL representative was appointed to the working group formed in 
2009 by the then Ministry of Higher Education, Science and Technology, which was tasked 
with preparing recommendations for the national plan for the development of research 
infrastructure. Furthermore, UL’s Faculty of Biotechnical Sciences, Faculty of Veterinary 
Sciences and Department of Geography, Faculty of Arts along with UM’s Faculty of 
Agriculture and Life Sciences are listed as partners that formally participated in the preparation 
of Slovenia’s 2014-2020 PRP. In the implementation of this programme the Department of 
Geography as well as professors from BF continue to be actively engaged supporting and 
providing expert input on issues such as organic farming and rural development, particularly 
in connection with the LEADER/CLLD (community-led local development) programme 
implemented by local action groups (LAGs; in this thesis I use the Slovene abbreviation LAS). 
 
8 Given a lack of a central database of such forms of engagement, the examples I list are unlikely to 
represent the full extent of UL’s participation in governance and policy making activities. 
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Moreover, academics formally engage in what can be described as grassroots network 
governance activities, with professors sitting on steering committees as well as on the 
governing board of the Slovenian Rural Development Network (Društvo za razvoj slovenskega 
podeželja – DRSP): an association of rural development stakeholders, that serves as a support 
network and advocacy body for Slovenian LAGs. DRSP also co-organises the Slovenian Rural 
Parliament and cooperates in European rural development initiatives and networks. This case 
of engagement ties in very neatly within Wellbrock et al.’s (2013) ‘framework for an integrated 
perspective on learning rural areas’ (discussed below in section 3.1.3.4), with UL professors at 
the invitation of local development stakeholders serving as ‘extra-local’ facilitating agents 
within a ‘knowledge support structure’. While academics engage with DRSP in their capacity 
as UL professors it frequently represents additional work alongside their main teaching and 
research responsibilities that individual academics choose to take on themselves. This is 
therefore more an instance of “engaged academics” rather than an indication of a broader 
faculty or university engagement strategy. 
The UL is also represented on the Development Council of the Regional Development Agency 
of the Ljubljana Urban Region by a representative of the central administration as well as by a 
member of UL’s Institute for Innovation and Development. Furthermore, I am aware that a 
professor from the Department of Geography also sits on the council although not in their 
capacity as a UL staff member but as a representative of an NGO. Although this is just one 
example, Vaessen and Van der Velde’s (2003) research on academic engagement at the 
University of Nijmegen showed that such practices are not isolated instances and that they 
represent an important channel of knowledge flows between the academic world and local 
communities. To the best of my knowledge UL does not engage in similar advisory bodies 
overseeing regional development in other regions. Indeed, for the South-eastern Slovenia 
Development Council, which oversees the Pokolpje region that I selected as a case study, only 
representatives of organisations that are based in the region are eligible to sit on the council, 
thus precluding UL representatives from engaging in such a manner in that region.  
There are also a number of forums where external actors engage formally in a more bi-lateral 
manner with UL in terms of agenda setting of research priorities and in matters of university 
governance. For instance the governing board of UL includes three representatives appointed 
by the national government and one position is appointed to represent employers. There is also 
the Institute of Innovation and Development (hereinafter referred to using the acronym IRI) of 
University of Ljubljana, founded in 2007 in collaboration with 10 leading Slovenian 
companies, which aims to be ‘a catalyser for establishing partnerships with industry and 
entrepreneurship’ (University of Ljubljana, 2013). UL is also one of the founding members of 
the Slovenian Innovation Hub (SIH) which is a non-profit joint venture with leading Slovenian 
companies. The consortium involved in SIH also includes a number of other public institutes 
as well as the City of Ljubljana municipal authority and the Regional Development Agency of 
the Ljubljana Urban Region. 
Pursuing similar agendas, the IRI and SIH both very much represent efforts on the part of UL, 
public authorities and businesses to further develop the triple helix model of engagement with 
the express goals of boasting innovation capacity and international competitiveness of 
Slovenian industry.  
4.1.2 Geography of UL engagement 
In total across the various formal programmes and avenues for engagement that I explored, the 
UL has engaged with around 900 partners from 115 municipalities. The flip side of this 
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equation is that 97 municipalities were not represented by any collaborative partners. The data 
reveals that Ljubljana clearly stands out as the most prominent site of UL engagement activities 
with approximately half of all partners located in the capital – see Figure 9. Figure 9 also 
demonstrates that there are a number of municipalities where only one project type has 
occurred, which suggests that diversification of programmes and funding conditions has the 
potential to broaden engagement activities to hitherto ‘engagement deserts’. While this 
concentration is consistent across all programmes analysed, it is particularly pronounced in 
SRA projects – as can be seen in the map of SRA project partners in the last programming 
period (see Figure 10), very few partners came from municipalities other than Ljubljana. Figure 
10 also shows that none of the seven Pokolpje region municipalities housed a partner engaging 
with UL on an SRA project. This is the same for almost all other border regions, which Kušar 
and Bobovnik (2019) have shown to be particularly problematic areas from a development 












Figure 10: UL SRA partners between 1 January 2014 and 20 March 2018. 
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Figure 11: UL Partners by municipal population (excl. Ljubljana). 
 
Sources: SICRIS, 2018; LUI, 2018; UL, 2018; CORDIS, 2018; MIZS, 2018. 
There is a very strong correlation between population and the number of partners UL engaged 
with in a municipality, see Error! Reference source not found.9. This supports the idea that k
nowledge transfer occurs most commonly where there is a critical mass of knowledge users 
(Florida, 1995). It also further reflects the dominate position Ljubljana holds in the national 
innovation system of Slovenia. However, I did not find a significant correlation between 
proximity to Ljubljana and UL engagement, which might reflect that distance decay dynamics 
on knowledge transfer that are observed (Glückler, 2013) in larger countries may be less 
relevant in a small country like Slovenia.  
5 Bela Krajina and Pokolpje region – case study 
One of the key issues I was eager to examine in my thesis was to what extent UL engages 
outside of its immediate surroundings and also to what extent the resources of UL were being 
utilised to address challenges in local and regional settings, especially in ‘institutionally thin 
regions’. As noted above in section 4.1, I assumed that there was a great deal of engagement 
of an informal nature that had not been collected in the data I was able to obtain. This was also 
confirmed in my interview with the UL representative. This assumption was another reason for 
my thinking that it would be useful to apply a case study approach in order to obtain a more 
detailed understanding of engagement that occurs in a particular region. I selected BK and the 
 
9 For the sake of clarity Ljubljana itself has been left out of this graph although the correlation is 




















broader Pokolpje region which it is a part (Figure 12) to serve as a case study for my master’s 
thesis. 
 





Pokolpje Ljubljana Slovenia 
Population 26,419 45,035 289,518 2,066,880 
% change in population since 
2008 
-2.0% -3.6% 6.1% 2.2% 
Ageing index 137.8 140.5 132.4 129.2 
Unemployment rate 10.8-
11.4 
7.3-16.6 8.9 8.3 
No. of businesses  









Average business turnover  
(1,000 EUR) 
296.6 327.0 1,022.7 584.7 
Source: SURS, 2021; Employment Service of Slovenia, 2021. 
Figure 12: Pokolpje case study region. 
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Bela Krajina is a cultural/historical region in the south of Slovenia on the border with Croatia. 
It is important to note that despite BK being a distinct cultural/historical region, it is not an 
administrative region, indeed Slovenia does not have regional levels of government. Error! R
eference source not found. shows that BK covers three local government areas (LAU 2 units); 
the municipalities of Črnomelj, Metlika and Semič. It lies within the NUTS 3 level Southeast 
Slovenia statistical region (Statistična regija jugovzhodna Slovenija), which itself is part of the 
NUTS 2 level Eastern Slovenia cohesion region.  
The Pokolpje region covers seven municipalities (LAU 2): alongside the BK municipalities are 
also Kočevje, Kostel, Osilnica and Loški potok. The region covers 1,377.5 km2, which equates 
to approximately 6.8% of the Slovenian territory. The area is predominantly rural with 
Črnomelj being the largest settlement in BK – 5,573 residents in 2018, while Kočevje in the 
Pokolpje region is even larger – 8,240 residents in 2018 (SURS). The brief overview of selected 
demographic and socio-economic indicators statistics in Source: SURS, 2021; Employment 
Service of Slovenia, 2021 highlights some of the diverse challenges the region confronts. 
The Slovenian Government designated Pokolpje as a problematic development region, passing 
the ‘Decision on additional interim measures of development support for high unemployment 
problem area Pokolpje’ in 2011 (Sklep o dodatnih… , Uradni list RS, št. 26/11), which 
introduced additional initiatives and funding to support the region’s development (the Pokolpje 
programme). While initially the programme was intended to run from 2011 to 2016, it was 
subsequently rolled over into a programme running till 2020. The designation was triggered by 
persistent high unemployment (above 17%) in the region. Moreover, the Slovenian government 
assessed (Government of the Republic of Slovenia, 2011b) that the Pokolpje region was 
incapable of endogenously developing given it does not have the critical mass of development 
actors and institutions, while the institutions that were there had failed to establish a 
coordinated system of networked governance that would enable the region to develop. The 
main aim of the programme was to create jobs and facilitate economic restructuring in what 
was deemed a structurally weak region. The programme was based on seven initiatives: five of 
which focused on supporting the business sector and creating jobs, the other two focused on 
improving the regions energy and transport infrastructure – the centre piece of which is the 
construction of the so-called ‘third axis’ transport corridor running through BK. While 
encouraging young people to return to the region after they completed their studies was also 
identified as a very important factor for the region’s long-term development, no specific 
measure was taken to achieve this goal. Indeed, a comprehensive mid-term evaluation of the 
programme, found that in fact it was “an example of a completely inappropriate approach to 
addressing the problems of a developmentally vulnerable area” (Žvokelj Jazbinšek et al., 2014, 
p. 159). The evaluators pointed out that programme measures were not coherently developed 
and horizontal measures were lacking that would enable an integrated response to the region’s 
challenges. While key development organisations had shown an unwillingness to collaborate 
that was undermining developing joint regional solutions.  
Even before the region’s development issues were formally recognised with the introduction 
of the Pokolpje programme, researchers (Potočnik Slavič, 2008 in Ehrlich et al., 2012) had 
identified the area as a lagging region facing economic and demographic challenges (see Figure 
13). There are a myriad of factors that contribute to the Pokolpje region’s relatively poor 
economic performance and also to its status as a peripheral area. Indeed, it is almost a proto-
type of a peripheral border region with poor transport connections and a small population that 
is ageing and in decline – Kušar and Bobovnik (2019) provide a detailed review of the 
development challenges facing Slovenian border areas including the Pokolpje region. When 
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Slovenia was a part of Yugoslavia polycentric development policies led to a build-up of 
manufacturing capacities in many regional areas including in BK though since independence 
the manufacturing sector in the region has seen substantial declines and more residents are now 
commuting to work in larger regional towns including Novo mesto and Kočevje as well as 
further afield to Ljubljana.  
 
Source: Potočnik Slavič, 2008; UL Department of Geography, 2005 in Ehrlich et al., 2012, p. 
88. 
5.1 UL engagement in Bela Krajina and the Pokolpje region 
Based on my cataloguing of UL formal engagement practices I was aware of only one case of 
UL collaborating with partners from the region. This was a PKP project (Pro-Bio-Kolpa: 
Promotion of biodiversity in the Kolpa landscape park) undertaken in 2017 which saw the UL 
Faculty of Education and Faculty of Computer and Information Science collaborate with the 
Kolpa Landscape Park Authority, and KOLPA’s Ltd, a private business that produces 
handicrafts and provides tourism services. As part of the project the students conducted field 
research cataloguing butterfly and moth species in the Kolpa landscape park which lies within 
the broader Pokolpje region. The students also built on their research by developing 
promotional material and educational resources for their local partners.  
Looking at the Pokolpje region in its entirety, including the PKP project in BK five cases of 
UL engagement were evident from the catalogue of formal UL engagement practices I 
compiled. In the 2017-2018 academic year there was a ŠIPK project involving various UL 
faculties (FF; NFT; and, FRI) and a primary school in the municipality of Loški potok. There 
had also been a few projects with partners from Kočevje, including an RRI project and a PKP 
Figure 13: Regional development tendencies in Slovenia. 
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project. Additionally, in 2011 the Ljubljana University Incubator supported an entrepreneur 
from Kočevje. 
I also came across another example of engagement with a BK actor that was not evident from 
the catalogued engagement practices (section 4.1.1). The case involved a professor from the 
Department of Geography at the Faculty of Arts UL10 (I will refer to them as the ‘geography 
professor’) who had co-authored the Municipality of Semič’s strategic development plan, 
‘Strategic Development till 2020’. This ad hoc discovery of an alternative form of engagement 
led me to speculate that there might be other collaboration initiatives occurring between UL 
academics and partners in the Pokolpje region in addition those that I gleaned from UL and 
other public records. 
From my interviews with local actors and UL professors I discovered that there were indeed 
further instances of local engagement that had not been captured in the dataset that I analysed.  
The geography professor has been particularly active in the region. In addition to the work 
conducted with the Municipality of Semič, the geography professor was also involved in 
establishing and obtaining financing for the Bela Krajina Development Information Centre. 
Together with colleagues at the Department of Geography the professor also collaborated on 
the “Kali”, springs and ponds: our past – our future project (2009-2012) funded by the EU as 
part of the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance programme for Slovenia Croatia cross 
border cooperation. I was informed (10, personal communication, 2018) that the Department 
of Geography had participated in that project not as a formal partner but indirectly through an 
agreement with the Institute of the Republic of Slovenia for Nature Conservation. It was also 
explained to me that during implementation of the “Kali” project, the geography professor was 
the coordinator of the Sustainable regional development of Slovenia research programme 
(which included more than 10 researchers from the Department of Geography, Faculty of Arts) 
and was funded by the SRA. The research team’s work in BK on that project fell within the 
scope of this programme. Going back even earlier the geography professor, had conducted 
research in BK as part of their undergraduate and postgraduate theses.  
Further cases of UL and local engagement in BK came to light during the interviews. Students 
from the Faculty of Architecture (FA) UL had worked with the municipality of Črnomelj on a 
number of occasions. The Kolpa Landscape Park Authority had hosted many groups of students 
conducting field work from various faculties and had also provided assistance to students 
conducting research in the area. I was also told about a project that was in the development 
phase between the municipality of Metlika, FA UL and the Slovenian Football Association. 
These interviews confirmed my suspicion that official records such as the SICRIS database do 
not capture the full extent of engagement that occurs. This poses a real challenge in terms of 
mapping academic engagement with local and regional partners. For instance, the records 
(SICRIS, 2018) that I was able to obtain for the Sustainable regional development of Slovenia 
programme did not list any partner organisations. However, I was informed (10, personal 
communication, 2018), that engagement with partners as part of the programme did in fact take 
place not just in BK but elsewhere in Slovenia. What is more, the issue of hidden partners was 
not just a matter of these interactions being of an informal nature, though these too took place 
but rather engagement often took place with signed agreements underpinning collaboration 
initiatives. This further demonstrates that even in cases where formal engagement activities 
 
10 This is my own department. 
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occur, they are frequently not reported or else are reported in an unsystematic manner in project 
and annual departmental reports, etc.  
Even taking into consideration the additional collaboration and engagement activities 
undertaken by UL in the Pokolpje region, which were revealed through the interviews, it seems 
that a number of UL’s faculties and academies have had no engagement in the Pokolpje region 
whatsoever. The examples of engagement that I did uncover, with the exception of a PKP and 
ŠIPK project, tend to be between individual faculties and community partners with little 
evidence of interdisciplinary approaches to engagement in the region.  
The interviews also revealed some alternative student-oriented initiatives, which I had not 
previously come across that had been developed locally. For instance, the mayor of Kočevje 
had introduced diploma evenings, where graduates from the region are invited to give public 
lectures presenting their graduate theses. The Bela Krajina Development Information Centre 
had in the past collaborated with the Student Club of Bela Krajina to encourage local students 
to undertake their graduate research projects in BK, but they had limited success in these efforts 
and the campaign had largely ground to a halt.  
Interestingly, on the LAS Dolenjska and Bela Krajina website (2018) the relatively newly 
established University of Novo mesto (UNM) and the Grm Novo mesto agricultural and VET 
college (Grm) are listed as partner organisations on a number of projects implemented in BK. 
The UNM participated on four projects, on two of which Grm was also a partner. There is no 
mention of UL in the list of project partners.  
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5.2 Stakeholder interviews 
 




The interviews I conducted with Pokolpje region stakeholders and UL academics covered a 
broad range of topics related to UL engagement in the region. Figure 14 details the key themes 
to emerge from these interviews, which I discuss in more detail in the sections below.  
5.2.1 Local actors’ perspectives 
The following perspective are based on eight interviews conducted with representatives from 
four local authorities as well as four NGOs and development organisations working in the 
Pokolpje region. In addition to discovering cases of hidden engagement, interviews with local 
actors from BK and parts of the broader Pokolpje region11 provided qualitative data on subject 
matter that was relevant to my research.  
My thematic analysis of the interviews, presented below, yielded a number of insights into 
Pokolpje stakeholders’ knowledge and perceptions of regional development and academic 
engagement, specifically on engagement with UL.  
5.2.1.1 Experiences of engagement with UL 
- Established through personal connections 
In organisations that had previously collaborated with UL, respondents commented that these 
initiatives had generally been established through connections to academics they had 
previously engaged with or else whom they knew through personal and professional networks.   
For example, in one case engagement occurred because alumni of the FA UL who are employed 
at a municipality ‘reconnected with...professors and younger students’ at the faculty. In that 
instance over several years different cohorts of students visited the municipality on field trips, 
creating and presenting potential designs for various public spaces the local authorities were 
considering redeveloping. A municipal respondent (1, personal communication, 2018) noted 
that their municipality even provided a small amount of money to cover the students’ transport 
expenses.  
Another respondent explicitly raised the importance of networking and maintaining 
relationships for establishing partnerships, commenting that:         
You need to stay informed and be in the loop with experts so that people 
remember you and you them when you need something. 
       (2, personal communication, 2018) 
- Engagement with local professors 
As previously mentioned, I knew before conducting the stakeholder interviews that a 
geography professor had engaged in projects and collaboration initiatives in BK. That said the 
interviews with the stakeholders as well as with academics (will discuss their perspectives more 
below) revealed a greater extent of personal engagement by the geography professor and also 
other academics than previously uncovered. The professor had worked with the municipalities 
of Semič, Črnomelj and Metlika as well as with the Novo mesto Development Centre and Bela 
Krajina Development Information Centre. Speaking with local actors about their interactions 
 
11 Including one organisation located outside of the Pokolpje region in Novo mesto that oversees 
CLLD/LEADER activites in BK. 
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with the geography professor I got the impression that such extensive and active engagement 
with an academic was an exception rather than the norm and they very much considered it as 
engagement with a private citizen “a Belokranjc [native of BK]” who is the “heart and soul 
of Bela Krajina” in the words of one respondent (3, personal communication, 2018) rather than 
someone representing UL. Thus, engagement had been with the professor as “a private citizen 
not representing the university” (4, personal communication). In contrast to the proactiveness 
of the geography professor, one respondent commented that although there were other 
professors from the area they were “not involved in the local community” (1, personal 
communication, 2018).  
The municipality of Kočevje was one of the few local organisations I contacted that had 
engaged with professors other than the geography professor. Representatives at the 
municipality recalled two instances where academics were invited to assist the municipality in 
preparing forestry management and tourism development plans.  
There were also two instances among stakeholder organisations where individuals had moved 
from working as professors at UL to positions within local organisations. This transition of 
academic personnel into the local area also resulted in increased collaboration initiatives. One 
of the individuals was previously a professor at UL, who had in essence started a spin off 
collaboration initiative in taking a project with them on leaving academia. As this respondent 
(2, personal communication, 2018) made clear when speaking about this, “I brought one 
project from there to here and we worked together on it then we continued off and on to 
collaborate”. The other case was the mayor of Kočevje who was previously a professor at UL. 
The mayor’s colleague at the municipality whom I interviewed disclosed (5, personal 
communication, 2018) that the mayor had used their connections within the university to ‘bring 
a lot to the table’ when it comes to engaging with UL.  
- Limited outcomes 
In general local actors that were collaborating with UL, or had done so previously, expressed 
positive views about their experiences. Though one common critique was that while 
engagement brought new ideas into the Pokolpje region and collaboration with students was 
embraced, students’ ideas and potential solutions to local issues were often overly ambitious, 
costly and simply not feasible. As is expressed in these two responses:        
Yes [the collaboration] was a success but these ideas would need a lot 
of financial resources and they will have to wait a while. 
Out of ten ideas perhaps two or three are applicable. 
       (1, personal communication, 2018) 
These quotes highlight that some respondents considered that there was still room for 
improving collaboration practices with UL and that their principal interest was in obtaining 
tangible results from engagement initiatives. This was explicit in one respondent’s (6, personal 
communication, 2018) assessment of their collaboration experiences, which they rated “Three 
[out of five] because to give it more we would need to implement something but I think in the 
not-too-distant future something will come of it.” 
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5.2.1.2 Lack of UL engagement in the Pokolpje region 
Given that there has been little engagement by UL and its academics in the region I sought to 
elicit through the interviews why stakeholders thought this was the case. In this section I outline 
some of the common themes that emerged.  
- Engagement a responsibility of UL 
Across the board, stakeholders I spoke with, both those who had collaborated with UL and 
those who had not, attributed a certain degree of blame to the UL for the limited or non-existent 
connections between the institution and Pokolpje stakeholders. The main criticism was that UL 
does not do enough to reach out and inform local actors about potential collaboration 
opportunities. Thus, it was not surprising that all stakeholders also called on UL to do more to 
engage with local stakeholders. 
Some of the harsher critics even suggested that UL is ‘self-serving’ and ‘self-interested’, with 
one respondent (7, personal communication, 2018) suggesting they should not “just look out 
for themselves but also seek out and implement parts of projects on the ground”. This sentiment 
is also reflected in another respondent’s (5, personal communication, 2018) statement, “I know 
they have a huge number of ideas though usually they implement projects themselves.” 
Another respondent (8, personal communication, 2018) further emphasised the perceived lack 
of engagement in the Pokolpje region on UL’s part, stating that, “we are lucky we have local 
faculties [in Novo mesto] that are well embedded in the local environment, whereas the 
University of Ljubljana we know what it is like”.  
A latent theme that these Pokolpje stakeholders were expressing with their responses is a belief 
they are not salient stakeholders in the eyes of UL.  
- Passive Pokolpje partners 
A number of the respondents noted that their organisations had not made attempts to connect 
or establish partnerships with the UL. A couple of respondents commented that they simply 
did not consider reaching out to the UL. There were also certain stakeholders that had staffing 
and financial constraints that hindered their ability to develop new and alternative collaboration 
initiatives. For instance, one respondent (7, personal communication, 2018) noted, “It is also 
true that we are so involved with other programmes and busy that we don’t get as involved.”  
It was clear from the interviews that out of the surveyed municipalities, Kočevje and Črnomelj 
were far more active in establishing connections with HEIs and forging collaborative 
relationships more broadly than the smaller municipalities of Semič and Metlika. Thus, 
particularly when it comes to municipalities, it seems that size does matter with larger 
municipalities having more diversified workforces and resources at their disposal to devote 
towards collaborative initiatives. The earlier observation about the importance of personal 
networks in establishing relationships with HEIs also serves to magnify the disparity between 
smaller and larger municipalities, with the latter being able to tap into much more extensive 
networks of contacts 
- Pokolpje region and UL disconnect 
Another factor that all of the stakeholders identified as an impediment to HEI engagement in 
the area, was that local actors are unaware of what research and other activities were underway 
or being planned at UL. Thus, local actors do not know on what topics and with which faculties 
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they might be able to develop collaboration initiatives. Such a disconnect between local actors 
and UL is highlighted by the following quotes: 
 It is also that we don’t know what work is being done at the university. 
We don’t really know what it could bring…and if we could collaborate. So it 
would be more sensible if the university would present itself 
(4, personal communication, 2018) 
 Perhaps it [the lack of collaboration] is also that we don’t know enough 
about what the faculties are doing and there could be information about the 
types of things that could also be implemented in our setting and everyone 
would get something out of it 
      (5, personal communication, 2018) 
- Divergent interests 
Another explanation for why local stakeholders tending not to reach out to potential HEI 
partners was a commonly held perception that universities and local organisations have 
divergent interests and goals: the former are seen to be focused on research and teaching, while 
the latter (as respondents repeatedly stressed) are interested in generating ‘concrete’ outcomes 
for the local community, be that in their day-to-day operations or in collaboration initiatives.  
Such perceived differences between HEI and local interests can be seen in the following views 
expressed by respondents: 
 Universities want there to be financing for their work and that people 
are paid, we want that something is built 
      (2, personal communication, 2018) 
 In my experience Universities are often doing research and studies, 
whereas we as a development organisation are interested in, or our aim is to 
produce concrete results on the ground 
(7, personal communication, 2018) 
Another latent theme in the responses was the issue of HEI relevance and international 
institutional orientation, with many considering UL activities not relevant to the Pokolpje 
region. In that regard, some respondents seemed to be suggesting that HEI research did not 
produce benefits for the Pokolpje region. For instance, while one respondent (8, personal 
communication, 2018) noted that many students had engaged with their organisation as part of 
student research activities, they also dismissed their value as, “just dissertations, they are nice 
and interesting but often they don’t go anywhere”. The same respondent also reaffirmed these 
somewhat dismissive views on the value and applicability of HE research, in asserting that 
their organisation engages in projects that have a goal and benefits rather than pursuing 
“research for the sake of research which often just stays in a drawer”. Yet another respondent 
(7, personal communication, 2018) when questioned on why they thought HEI engagement in 
the region was so limited, replied: “as I see it professors have certain teaching obligations and 
then they need to publish papers to advance their careers, though the research is quite specific 
and it is not that beneficial in practice on the ground”. Another respondent had turned down 
an invitation to collaborate with a UL partner because they could not see any “added value, 
benefits that we could get out of it” (3, personal communication, 2018). These comments reflect 
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an underlying view of some stakeholders that HEIs do not directly provide economic and social 
benefits. They largely perceived HEIs as operating as ‘ivory towers’. 
The issue of relevance also arose as a possible factor affecting with whom organisations 
collaborate. In this regard, one respondent commented that: 
Thematically these two [Faculty of Architecture and Biotechnical Faculty, 
UL] have been closest to us, perhaps they have what we need on the ground, 
the Biotechnical Faculty is here because of the olm and the environment. 
      (1, personal communication, 2018) 
A related assertion made a couple of times was that UL is more focused on international 
collaboration rather than engagement with local stakeholders. For example, one respondent (9, 
personal communication, 2018) considered that “universities generally have more links into 
international projects and perhaps they could also seek out partners on the ground.”. Another 
respondent made a similar point:   
…for sure it [UL] collaborates more abroad on European projects...it is 
absolutely right that certain best practices are brought into our country from 
abroad that you study them, but it is not enough for them to stop at the 
university level, it needs to penetrate down and in that way change the 
environment and they [faculties] develop things that are excellent for 
somewhere else, perhaps in Finland they work well, but in rural areas they 
don’t work. 
       (8, personal communication, 2018) 
- Disinterest in engaging with UL 
One stakeholder who had engaged on numerous occasions with HEIs explicitly chose to 
prioritise collaborating with locally-based HEIs rather than with UL. The representative of that 
organisation reported (8, personal communication, 2018) that, “we have worked with the 
University [of Ljubljana]...but we are more of a regional agency, we engage more in our local 
environment...if I get a project and I put it back in Ljubljana then we haven’t achieved 
anything.” It is important to consider these comments in the context of the organisation the 
stakeholder represents. Although it has responsibility for supporting and implementing the 
LEADER/CLLD programme in BK the headquarters of the organisation is not actually located 
in BK or even in the broader Pokolpje region but rather in Novo mesto, the regional capital of 
the larger South-East Slovenia statistical region, which is much larger – 23,335 residents in 
2018 (SURS, 2018) – than any settlement actually located in the Pokolpje region. Likewise the 
local/regional HEI partners they prioritise collaborating with are also located in Novo mesto. 
This could be indicative of local attitudes to external engagement, particularly a resistance to 
it, potentially having a negative effect on collaboration initiatives and in turn on the flow of 
new ideas into Pokolpje from outside the region. This also serves to highlight the institutionally 
weak position of BK which consequently relies heavily on institutions based outside of BK in 
Novo mesto. 
Another important theme that emerged in the interviews was the weakness of social capital in 
the region, for instance, one respondent (3, personal communication, 2018) commented that in 
their municipality they have noticed that “people are not interested in collaborating….there 
isn’t the energy”. While stakeholders provided conflicting reports on how well organisations 
within the Pokolpje region worked among themselves.   
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5.2.2 Academic perspectives 
Of course the response of interviews with just five professors cannot be used to draw general 
conclusions on the perspectives of UL academics as a whole though I think it is useful to 
highlight some of the interviewees’ responses and also to compare them to those of the local 
respondents.  
- Driven by individuals  
Mirroring what previous studies (Pinheiro, Normann, Johnsen, 2016; Salomaa, 2019) have 
determined about academic engagement particularly in rural areas, one of the key themes to 
emerge from the interviews with professors was that in Slovenia academic collaboration with 
societal actors in general, not just in the study area, primarily occurs because of the self-
initiative of individual professors. Indeed, this conclusion was expressly voiced by one of the 
professors who stated that: 
Here in Slovenia...you will see that a lot is dependent on individuals, on 
individual engagement. 
(10, personal communication, 2018) 
The professor also talked about their own motivations for collaborating stating that: 
I enjoy theoretical, methodological and model based approaches but I 
was always interested in how it then translates from here into practice. I always 
thought the application of knowledge, particularly for small Slovenia with its 
limited intellectual and human resources, was very important. 
In large part [my collaboration in Bela Krajina] has been driven by my 
own personal initiative or in other words it has been my desire to give back 
something to the region I come from, where I enjoyed my childhood. 
       (10, personal communication, 2018) 
In the context of projects being established through personal initiatives, another professor (11, 
personal communication, 2018) stressed the critical importance of networks, noting that 
collaboration is “more ad hoc, via word of mouth and piecemeal...some [external stakeholders] 
take advantage of it more simply because they are in the loop”.  
The comments of one professor (11, personal communication, 2018) also highlight how 
important personal relationships and individual actors can be also in terms of mediating the 
success of collaboration initiatives, or in their own words (my emphasis):  
My experience there [in BK] was very good, people were very 
accommodating and open to ideas and recommendations though when dealing 
with [nature] parks and the like it all comes down to one or two individuals, I 
know the director there and things would be completely different otherwise, 
you could almost call these personal projects. 
There are also cases where it would be better if someone wasn’t 
employed in a certain position because they are not suited to it or else they are 
not interested in accomplishing anything, or it might be a position that is meant 




- UL institutional approach to engagement 
As I have already highlighted much of the engagement experience of the academic respondents 
I spoke to arose because of the personal initiative of professors themselves with no formal 
strategy or institutional support driving their engagement activities. The latent theme present 
in much of the literature on third mission activities being encouraged and/or forced upon the 
HEI sector in the context of reduced public funding of universities also came up in the 
interviews. For instance one professor noted that:  
85 percent of all the money the University of Ljubljana gets goes towards 
wages. So there is 15% for everything else which is absolutely not enough. So 
in recent times we have really been forced to accept that we need to also access 
funding in this way. So is it incentivized or a threat it is hard to say? In this 
sense it is strongly encouraged that we access resources from other sources. 
       (12, personal communication, 2018) 
Interestingly, the professor from the University of Primorska noted (13, personal 
communication, 2019) that their faculty, “likes to see me in the media...since I promote the 
faculty”. This suggests that engagement at that institution may be utilized as a marketing tool 
within an increasingly competitive and marketized higher education environment in Slovenia. 
While the previous theme stressed the importance of individual initiative and personal 
relationships in collaboration activities the interviews also revealed that policy and incentive 
structures also influence collaboration practices. For instance, as I mentioned I discovered only 
one instance of an interdisciplinary intervention in the Pokolpje region and from my interview 
with the professor who was the project coordinator it was clear that the criteria used in the 
assessment of PKP projects had been a decisive factor in the implementation of an 
interdisciplinary approach. Thus, in relation to working with a second UL faculty, the professor 
commented that: 
we were demonstrating the interdisciplinary approach that was called for in 
the call for applications. I mean this was not absolutely necessary though 
without it you have less chance of your application being successful. This is 
part of the art of applying for projects.  
(11, personal communication, 2018) 
As mentioned above third mission activities can be a way for academics and faculties to access 
alternative funding streams and resources within a HE sector that has seen cutbacks to public 
financing. However, it is important to consider that incentive structures and funding conditions 
can inhibit collaboration. For instance, speaking about the ŠIPK and PKP programmes, one 
professor (12, personal communication, 2018) commented that “the rewards are more for the 
students” and that “until recently mentors didn’t even get any remuneration”. While such 
projects involving students were considered as an important part of the teaching process, 
respondents described their utilisation, along with commercial activities as the basis for 
research and academic publishing as challenging, as they tended to be more ‘practical’ and 
‘applicable’.  
The professors I interviewed also considered that participation in third mission activities was 
not directly part of their performance evaluations as academics. Indeed, to the contrary one 
professor noted that “when it comes to collaboration there is basically no [evaluation] 
criteria”, while that professor also commented that in their opinion “it is a problem that this 
is not valued and also when you subsequently apply for a new project this has basically no 
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bearing on whether your project will be accepted because it was not evaluated. This is a 
fundamental shortcoming in my opinion” (10, personal communication, 2018).  
A couple of the professors also considered that the criteria for awarding research grants and 
projects favours established professors. For instance one professor (11, personal 
communication, 2018) confided that, “[I] started here five years ago and I am still gathering 
these important [academic] credits...in this field and given the small amounts of funds 
available...I am always excluded”. The experience of this professor, who had previously 
worked for several years outside of academia, demonstrates the challenge of attracting people 
from the community and private sector into academia, as they enter the academic system at the 
bottom of the ladder and their non-academic professional experience is largely disregarded 
when it comes to awarding of grants. It also highlights inconsistencies between policy and 
practice. So, while Slovenian HEI policy (Resolucija o Nacionalnem …, 2011) promotes closer 
linkages within the knowledge triangle the undervaluing of non-academic credentials makes it 
hard to move seamlessly into academia from other employment sectors.  
- Academics’ attitudes towards engagement 
The professors I spoke to generally considered engagement an important aspect of their jobs, 
for instance one respondent (11, personal communication, 2018) said, “I see my job, as a 
position aligned with the public interest. I try to collaborate in areas where I think I can help 
or contribute”, while another (13, personal communication, 2018) said that their “aim is to 
share my knowledge or actually more generally to raise the level of understanding of these 
issues.”  
Just one of the interviewed professors indicated that they were not personally interested in 
engagement activities, stating that, “I am not a bureaucrat...I prefer writing articles rather 
than project applications that might not succeed”. Elaborating on this point the professor also 
commented that, “to keep track of calls for applications and what money is being spent on 
what is very complicated” (14, personal communication, 2018). While this clearly 
demonstrates that the professor was avoiding engagement to a certain extent I would not 
characterise their position as being normatively opposed to engagement, rather it seemed a 
critique of the administrative mechanisms governing project based engagement. However, 
another professor (10, personal communication, 2018) suggested that some professors 
considered third mission activities as ‘unscientific’, which suggests that perhaps there are UL 
professors that have not embraced the shift to a more open model of HE and are resistant to 
engagement. 
Another of the professors (12, personal communication, 2018) who had participated in a 
number of projects and spoke to me of the potential for the university to provide societal 
benefits by ‘posing questions’, raising ‘alternative solutions’ and ‘fresh ideas’, also warned 
that engagement should not be allowed to become a mechanism for obtaining ‘cheap labour 
for projects’.  
- Academia – society disconnect 
Another issue raised by both professors and stakeholders was the gap between HEI and societal 
partners. One professor who had spent many years working on EU and national projects across 
Slovenia including with regional organisations prior to entering academia articulated these 
challenges very succinctly, stating that:  
In general the gap [between academia and society] is very large...the average 
academic, knows how to communicate among academics, we know how to 
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write papers, though there is a real question of whether we know how to 
communicate with other stakeholder groups, perhaps in this regard we are less 
developed, we don’t really understand their specific needs, while sometimes 
they don’t know or realise what academics are capable of. 
(11, personal communication, 2018) 
This very much mirrors the sentiments of stakeholders who are unaware of what academics are 
doing and how they could possibly collaborate. Moreover, it highlights that collaboration is 
hindered by the limited communication skills of some academics. It also reflects that despite 
efforts and rhetoric to dissipate the ‘ivory tower’ model of HE functioning at UL there is still 
quite a disconnect between academics and external stakeholders.  
Underscoring the complexity of the situation and providing a counterpoint to the perspective 
that academics are to blame so to speak for the disconnect with societal stakeholders, one of 
the professors commented that: 
Here in Slovenia everything that I write for an external audience is not 
read, first of all most people are not interested and those that should be 
interested generally don’t read Slovenian literature anymore, so the only way 
for me to get something out here in Slovenia is to rewrite it for 
newspapers...there are specific circles of decision makers in Slovenia who 
remain closed off. 
I often have the sense that people from abroad get more out of me 
compared to those who might do here in Slovenia...on the one hand the 
university and academics are striving for excellence but this excellence has its 
own realm. 
       (11, personal communication, 2018) 
- Engagement expectations 
Similar to the issue raised by stakeholders about the applicability of outcomes (see section 
5.2.1), some of the professors also noted that they have experienced challenges in terms of 
managing partner expectations when it comes to student engagement projects. The following 
quote highlights these challenges: 
Sometimes the users are not that enthusiastic or their enthusiasm wanes over 
the course of the project, for example at the start they are very excited and we 
have a very active first meeting though perhaps they overestimate the 
capacities of students, perhaps they think they will get something that can be 
implemented right away. Perhaps on their part they sometimes see it, and I am 
saying this a bit crudely, they see the students as a cheap way of doing projects. 
       (12, personal communication, 2018) 
On the other hand the professor (12, personal communication, 2018) also noted that it is 
important to manage student expectations about collaboration initiatives, so for example, the 
professor noted that, “I always say to my students, because often we have seen that what we 
recommend is not implemented, so I say this is normal, the important part is that from the 
outset we work with them because in the end they are the ones that implement things”.  
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- Lack of collaboration in Bela Krajina and the Pokolpje region 
Two of the professors with familial connections to the region commented that despite their 
personal link to the region they did not have professional contacts there and that they had never 
been invited to collaborate in the Pokolpje region. While a professor who does have personal 
ties to the region and a rich history of engagement in it both professionally and privately raised 
another issue that maybe a factor inhibiting collaboration: speaking not of their academic 
engagement activities but rather their participation in a BK community association based in 
Ljubljana, the professor relayed (10, personal communication, 2018) that decision makers in 
BK had often been dismissive of ideas and feedback emanating from the association, noting 
that they were considered an outsider ‘from Ljubljana’ during disagreements with locally based 
stakeholders and it was only when they were in agreement that they were embraced as an 
insider, ‘a Belokranjec’ i.e. native of the region. This highlights the power of local elites in 
regional development (see also Barca, 2009; Raagmaa & Keerberg, 2017) and suggests that in 
spite of the potential benefits bridging social capital linking the region to Ljubljana may bring, 
decision makers in the Pokolpje region may seek to limit engagement in certain cases and 
control the flow of ideas into the region.   
One of the professors also commented (12, personal communication, 2018) that the lack of 
collaboration in the region is partially due to accessibility, stating that, “we have to take 
students into the field and it’s easier if it is close, though actually this is not really a 
disqualifying factor but it also comes into consideration”.  
5.2.3 UL’s Central administration perspective 
I also conducted a semi-structured interview with a representative from the projects’ office of 
UL in order to gather further information on the extent of UL collaboration initiatives as well 
as to gain information on how the university views collaboration and regional engagement.  
The interview reaffirmed that UL is a very decentralised institution with central administrators 
frankly commenting that: 
Actually members organise themselves and collaborate a lot with the 
community although we do not gather this information in a central database. 
       (15, personal communication, 2018) 
This demonstrates that the central administration of UL itself does not have a comprehensive 
understanding of the nature and scope of collaboration activities performed by UL members: 
mirroring the findings of studies elsewhere (Watson et al., 2011). It also underlines that there 
is no common strategy, guidelines or framework that would structure and guide UL 
engagement.  
The representative also commented on the external circumstances that UL confronts when it 
comes to collaborating at local scales, noting that:  
Our [Slovenia’s] system of local governance is extremely unbalanced when it 
comes to municipalities…we have about 212 and given that they vary greatly 
in terms of power and also economically...it is almost too much to expect that 
the university would collaborate with all of them. 
       (15, personal communication, 2018) 
This makes clear that from a stakeholder salience perspective Slovenia’s fragmented system of 
local government, means that a great number of local authorities lack the power to be 
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considered important and relevant stakeholders for UL. At the same time many of the smaller 
less powerful municipalities, particularly in border regions, from a development perspective 
are most in need of assistance. Thus, the current model of engagement might inadvertently be 
perpetuating and potentially strengthening disparities between large and small, urban and rural, 
prosperous and lagging municipalities.  
Moreover, the UL engages most actively with public authorities in Ljubljana itself. The UL 
representative articulated the situation, commenting that:  
We are located in Ljubljana and fall within the central Slovenia region and as 
such we have also worked very closely with the regional development agency 
to develop the regional development programme, both for the past and current 
periods, while we were also a member of the programme committee...we also 
work very intensively with the City of Ljubljana, with the goal of developing 
Ljubljana as a university city. 
(15, personal communication, 2018) 
5.3 Reflections on academic engagement in the Pokolpje region 
Apart from one particularly active professor’s long and varied history of engagement with 
Pokolpje stakeholders and a research project focusing on the black olm in BK – which seems 
to more reflect traditional field work research rather than an engagement activity – most 
instances of UL engagement I encountered in the region involved students undertaking service-
learning initiatives while ostensibly giving back to the community. The interviews gave me the 
impression that whilst these service-learning activities were developed in consultation with 
local stakeholders they were designed and intended primarily as pedagogical activities rather 
than engagement addressing immediate and future challenges confronting the Pokolpje region. 
Thus, apart from one professor’s interventions it would seem that UL’s presence in the region 
is strongly tied to the core HEI functions of education and research, with there being not much 
to speak of in terms of third mission engagement: UL is most certainly not strategically 
involved in influencing the innovative capacity or development trajectory of the region.   
A common refrain among stakeholders in the Pokolpje region that they are unaware of what 
faculties are researching, and how they could possibly cooperate with each other, demonstrates 
there is a need for better communication of HEI activities to the broader community. This is 
despite UL having set up a number of development and innovation institutes as well as a 
knowledge transfer office although at least in the case of Pokolpje, stakeholders were not 
familiar with the work of these bodies nor other intermediary organisation working towards 
bringing societal actors and universities together. This suggests that such intermediary bodies 
may need to do more outreach work in lagging regions or perhaps there is space for a new 
entity that would foster and support engagement in such regions. 
The interviews also revealed stakeholders are often passive and those that had engaged with 
UL had often reached out to UL and found willing partners. This demonstrates that Hamilton, 
Osborne and Tibbitt (2013) were right to suggest that regions themselves should tap into the 
potential of HE engagement by ‘reaching in’ and ‘demanding more’ of HEIs and that regions 
themselves could do more to establish links and strengthen engagement.  
From the perspective of the stakeholder salience model detailed in Section 3.1.3.3 local 
government and development organisations in BK and the Pokolpje region can largely be 
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considered ‘dependent’ stakeholders in the eyes of UL. The designation of the Pokolpje as a 
region with development challenges speaks to the urgency of need for outside assistance. In 
terms of the Pokolpje region stakeholders’ ‘legitimacy’ as engagement partners for UL, it could 
be argued that since UL is an institution of national significance it should also consider 
Pokolpje partners as legitimate stakeholders. No Pokolpje stakeholders have institutionalised 
power through governance relations with UL, while from the perspective of UL there are very 
few partners in the Pokolpje region that align with the dominating messaging of excellence and 
supporting the development of world class innovations. While despite the rhetoric in the 
Pokolpje programme background document about boosting innovation capacity of the region 
and the importance of human capital, both areas where scholars (Benneworth, 2013; Nieth, 
Benneworth, 2018) have suggested HEIs can play a critical role, evaluators (Žvokelj Jazbinšek 
et al., 2014) pointed out that the programme failed to provide the measures that would achieve 
such goals. I would add that the programme failed to provide mechanisms and funding that 
would bolster the salience of local stakeholders and empower them to ‘reach in’ and ‘demand 
more’ of UL as Hamilton, Osborne and Tibbitt might say (2013). There have been examples 
of Pokolpje stakeholders tapping into the bridging social capital of a few engaged UL 
academics to become at least temporarily more salient stakeholders – see Figure 15. Leadership 
and organisational capacity are also elements that can increase the salience of stakeholders (e.g. 
Kočevje). Diversified funding streams for projects also raises the salience of Pokolpje since 
while in the context of SRA, RRI or LUI projects emphasising internationally excellent 
research or cutting-edge innovations Pokolpje stakeholders may not seems like legitimate 
partners for UL (with a few exceptions) the region does offer potential for service-learning 
activities promoted through the PKP and ŠIPK programmes.  
Figure 15: Salience of Pokolpje region stakeholders. 
 




The previous two sections presented the quantitative and qualitative findings of my research 
into engagement between the UL and external partners as well as a case study on UL academic 
engagement in the Pokolpje region. This section will now discuss some of the possible 
implications of these findings and also compare them to previous studies and concepts from 
existing literature.  
There are many contributing factors that shape the form, extent and scope of UL engagement. 
Externally one of the main issues preventing regional engagement in Slovenia is the lack of 
regional level authorities with whom faculties and UL could coordinate with. Both in the 
Pokolpje region case study and in the data that I collated it was clear that more populous 
municipalities engage to a greater extent with UL than smaller ones. This reflects a power and 
capacity discrepancy between small predominantly rural municipalities and larger more urban 
municipalities; while no municipality in Slovenia is as powerful as Ljubljana itself.  
Benneworth and Jongbloed (2010) discussed how latent or even non-stakeholders may need 
more important, especially definitive stakeholders (Mitchell, Agle, Wood, 1997), to speak up 
and leverage some of their own power to encourage engagement from HEIs. Flipping this 
model to think of the UL itself as a stakeholder in the national innovation system, there is 
arguably an important role for UL given its national significance to leverage its own power to 
demand other institutions pay more attention to needs of lagging Slovenian regions such as the 
Pokolpje region.  
While there has been some recent expansion of engagement with partners from hitherto under-
represented municipalities there does not appear to be a strategy underpinning the geographical 
scope of UL’s engagement with external partners. Indeed there does not even appear to be a 
monitoring system that would accurately capture the scope of existing engagement practices. 
The snapshot that I have captured in this thesis gives the impression that engagement tends to 
fall into two main categories. The first category of engagement is student-oriented and largely 
takes the form of service-learning initiatives. Such engagement is often discursively tied to the 
growing importance of tacit knowledge and employability. This engagement generally occurs 
via small-scale projects that are funded by the EU. The second broad category of engagement, 
is research-oriented and more closely reflects the triple helix model of engagement, as UL seeks 
to partner with leading Slovenian companies to foster globally recognised and commercially 








The federated structure of UL within which faculties and academies exercise considerable 
operational autonomy, and a central administration that plays little part in developing and 
overseeing many engagement efforts lends itself to a pattern of engagement activities that are 
largely self motivated. This is consistent with what Pinheiro, Normann and Jonhsen  (2016) 
describe as the traditional mode of engagement in Europe – that is, occurring on an ad hoc basis 
often through an academic’s personal networks, underpinned by their own interests and often 
undertaken on a voluntary basis The interviews for my case study painted a similar picture of 
UL engagement largely being established at the initiative of individual professors through their 
personal connections. A notable exception to this was the municipality of Kočevje, which had 
itself reached out to academics for assistance: this is likely due to the Mayor being a former 
UL professor.  
The diversity of project types for which public funding is available does appear to facilitate the 
potential for more varied forms of engagement that differ in terms of scale, objectives (research, 
service learning, knowledge transfer, etc.) and type and location of partners. This diversity of 
opportunity for engagement has served to diversify the pool of potential partners. For instance, 
a number of partners have participated in the PKP programme from regions where there was 
no prior engagement through SRA managed projects. Additionally, professors and faculties 
have a great deal of autonomy over their teaching and research activities, allowing them to 
pursue collaboration initiatives and field work activities in locations they identified as relevant. 
The interviews did however reveal potential downsides to this freedom, so that while academic 
respondents did not feel restrained, they did note a lack of institutional support for 
collaboration. In general the sentiments expressed in the interviews suggested UL undervalues 
the kind of engagement activities the academics had been participated in.  
The credit system for habilitation does in one respect require that would be professors provide 
evidence of engagement, at least publication in professional and popular media is a 
requirement, but such publications are marginally weighted compared to academic 
publications. What is more, the habilitation credit system heavily promotes academics to 
publish and engage internationally, further cementing the idea that internationalisation and 
excellence go hand-in-hand while implicitly devaluing regional engagement. This suggests 
there is limited formal incentive for academics to engage with societal partners since it does 
not meaningfully contribute to securing and maintaining tenure.    
The information I was able to access on engagement through governance relations between 
public entities and UL revealed the close ties between both the City of Ljubljana and the 
Regional Development Agency of the Ljubljana Urban Region. The alignment of interests 
between these parties can be clearly observed in the comment by the university administration 
that UL and the City of Ljubljana share the common goal of ‘developing Ljubljana as a 
university city’. This could be considered a prime example of a university explicitly pursuing 
its own spatial interests (Benneworth, Osborne, 2013). While arguably a worthy objective, 
Brennan’s (2008, p. 387) perspective that “organisational self-interest does not necessarily 
contribute to systemic performance and the public good˝ warrants consideration. There is a 
potential risk that the pursuit of UL’s spatial interests could potentially detract from, or act as 
a barrier to, the university taking a proactive regional role under which its knowledge resources, 
networks and institutional power could help produce a more balanced spatial development 
model in Slovenia.  
I would argue it is important to constructively critique narratives of excellence, innovation, 
internationalisation and employability that are so common in policy forums and strategic 
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documents, including those produced by HEIs themselves. The UL’s embrace of an 
internationalisation and excellence agenda could potentially cement a hierarchical HE 
landscape in Slovenia, in which regional scholarship and engagement are considered to be less 
important: a scenario that Nieth and Benneworth (2018) warn against. Likewise, I suggest 
narratives of urban dynamism, creativity and innovation potential in which HEIs are key 
protagonists also need to be critically considered (Florida, 1995; Florida, John Heinz, 2003). 
In this regard, it is worth examining Massey’s (1995) reflections on the power of the capitalist 
system to shape spatial narratives and constructions. She critiques the narratives of London and 
South-East England economic dynamism in contrast to the lagging North of England, arguing 
that these are spatial forms that have been constructed. Transposing this into the Slovenian 
context, Ljubljana’s dominant economic position and the narrative of dynamism that surrounds 
is just one construction of spatial development and alternatives could potentially be developed. 
6.1 SWOT analysis of potential for regional engagement at UL 
In this section I draw on the findings from my research about the present state of UL’s 
engagement practices and reflect using SWOT analysis on the future role of UL engagement 
in the context of Slovenian regional development – see Figure 17.  
Regardless of the reasons for past limited engagement in Slovenia’s regions, there appears to 
be a clear opportunity for UL to pursue its social responsibility objective by leveraging its 
relationship with funding institutions, its technical knowledge and expertise, and its experience 
working with established partners in Ljubljana to develop a strategy for development support 
throughout the country.  
Figure 17: SWOT analysis of potential for UL regional engagement. 
Strengths 
• Respected institution with a 
reputation for excellence.  
• Long history of engagement that can 
be built upon and expanded. 
• A bridging institution to global 
knowledge networks. 
• Many motivated academics – with 
public mindset “I see my job, as a 
position aligned with the public 
interest”.  
• Students’ support service learning. 
• UL is a knowledge rich institution 
and represents a diverse pool of 
expertise. 
• Slovenia is a small country so 





• Weak institutional support. 
• Academic performance evaluation 
and habilitation requirements largely 
overlook third mission. 
• Limited acceptance of 
interdisciplinary approach. 
• Lack of monitoring system for 
engagement. 
• Lack of strategic alignment between 
HE and regional development policy. 
• Some academics resist any change to 
traditional disciplinary model. 
• Lagging regions and particularly 
small municipalities may lack the 
absorptive capacity to engage. 
• Limited social capital in lagging 
regions could hamper engagement. 






• Improved research and teaching 
outcomes through incorporation of 
‘tacit knowledge’. 
• Multiplier effect on public 
investment. 
• There is a vast network of personal 
connections that tie UL academics 
and students to all parts of the 
country.  
o University staff and students 
represent a potentially very 
effective bridging capital 
resource. 
• Demonstrate societal benefits UL 
can provide. 
• EU funding is available for such 
engagement initiatives. 
• UL can be a model institution, 
promoting and fostering partnerships 
in previously underserved 
municipalities. 
Threats 
• Federated UL structure could 
exacerbate fragmentation and 
uncoordinated approaches to 
engagement.  
• UL could inadvertently reproduce 
inequalities. 
• Public mistrust/animosity towards 
academia hampers engagement. 
• UL could potentially become a 
‘cathedral in the desert’. 
• Vested interests could hi-jack 




6.2 Limitations and suggested further areas of research 
Returning to the initial idea prompting this master’s thesis to study the local and regional 
impact of HEIs in Slovenia and explaining the scope of research as it stands, is a useful way 
for me to present some limitations in my thesis.  
Capturing the local/regional impact of HEIs in Slovenia given that there are four public HEIs 
in Slovenia comprised of 59 faculties and academies, each with their own distinct character, 
history and practices and all engaged in various teaching, research and other activities that 
could each be examined in turn, it was clear that a comprehensive examination of all local and 
regional impacts of Slovenia’s HEIs would be beyond the scope of a single thesis. In light of 
this complexity, I sought to limit the scope of my research to examine more direct forms of 
knowledge exchange between HEIs and societal actors. Specifically, my research and analysis 
is an attempt to provide a snapshot into the state of collaboration initiatives between the UL 
and its external partners.  
Scope and practical constraints mean that I have not expressly examined flows of knowledge 
through UL’s graduates. The education of students is an obvious means for universities to 
disseminate knowledge, with graduates theoretically transporting their embodied knowledge 
beyond the HEIs locale. Anecdotally, a large number of UL graduates stay on in Ljubljana as 
it is Slovenia’s largest employment hub. However, a lack of data12 on UL graduates post 
 




graduation movements meant that the full extent of graduate retention in Ljubljana and broader 
knowledge transfer could not easily be determined.  
Each of these decisions I made to refine the scope of my research can also be seen as 
opportunities for future areas of research into different aspects of UL’s connections with 
various communities and across a range of spatial scales.  
The research is largely descriptive and provides an indicative, rather than a complete snapshot 
of engagement between UL academics and external partners. The case study served to highlight 
alternative engagement practices and the limitations of comprehensively mapping engagement 
based on formal reported engagement alone. The particular focus of the case study on UL 
engagement in a lagging area and on engagement from a development perspective means that 
I contacted community-based stakeholders rather that business stakeholders in the Pokolpje 
region. To map UL’s engagement with partners, I used these partners’ municipality as a proxy 
for the location where engagement takes place. It is possible, however, that UL and partners 
could be engaged in projects outside of their ‘home’ municipalities, which I am unable to 
capture.  
Academic research particularly students’ research presents another area related to HEI 
engagement that emerged in the course of my research that potentially merits further research. 
I came across a number of cases of researcher focusing on regions even if not formally engaging 
with local partners. Many of my colleagues at the Department of Geography have written theses 
that focus on specific communities or geographic areas including lagging areas. I also 
encountered graduate theses that similar to my own research utilised BK as a case study area 
(for example see Gornik, 2015; Ribeiro, 2017). Thus, it would be interesting to study to what 
extent such practices can also be considered engagement and track whether the research ‘just 
sits in a drawer’ or has a local impact. Moreover, grassroots initiatives to encourage BK 
students to focus on local issues in their graduate theses along with ‘diploma evenings’ 
designed to share research results with local communities, serve as two further examples of 
harnessing HEI knowledge through the bridging social capacity potential of students to benefit 







The UL is a federated organisation with the central administration playing a relatively limited 
role in faculty operations. It is therefore unsurprising that I found it engages with stakeholders 
in a diversity of ways, with no discernible institution-wide common or overarching strategy to 
engagement. Elements of the institution seem to reflect the traditional model of HEIs with a 
predominant focus on academic pursuits and limited evidence of engagement with external 
partners in Slovenia. By contrast, the central administration through initiatives such as the IRI 
and SIH along with a few technical science faculties and allies in the policy-making sphere, do 
seem to be pursuing a triple helix model of engagement that centres on international excellence 
and technological innovation. 
Another result of the central administration’s limited role is that individual academics have a 
great deal of freedom to pursue engagement activities as they see fit. Hence, similar to has been 
observed elsewhere (Pinheiro, Normann, Johnsen, 2016), much of the process of connecting 
with stakeholders occurs on an ad hoc basis, facilitated through the personal and professional 
networks of academics and driven by an ethic of public service. In this regard UL seems to be 
home to a cadre of ‘engaged academics’ more so than being an explicitly ‘engaged university’.  
The spatial pattern of UL’s engagement reflects existing power dynamics in the country with 
Ljubljana occupying a very dominant position. Significantly, Ljubljana was the only location I 
identified where the municipal authority as well as the regional development agency had formal 
governance linkages with UL. The city/region and UL share synergistic visions of developing 
and internationally promoting Ljubljana as a university city. In this regard it is possible to also 
talk about Ljubljana as a learning region with UL a key source of the diverse knowledge that 
underpins the city’s continued development and position as the creative and innovation hub of 
Slovenia. However, the lack of a broader strategic approach to fostering an engaged, quadruple 
helix and/or learning region model for UL that would meet the needs of those stakeholders not 
at the pointy end of the innovation frontier, means that UL’s engagement does remain largely 
concentrated in Ljubljana. This points to a possible engagement gap (Hamilton, Osborne, 
Tibbitt, 2013) and suggests that UL may inadvertently be contributing to ongoing socio-
economic and spatial polarisation processes in Slovenia. 
These reflections highlights the need for a policy debate on the role UL plays in Slovenian 
regional and national development. Given the powerful role HEIs play within the knowledge 
society there is also a clear need to facilitate HEI engagement within integrated strategies of 
innovation and development, including rural and regional development so as to meet the needs 












The central aim of my master’s thesis was to catalogue and map the diversity of University of 
Ljubljana’s (UL) community engagement practices, with a particular focus on their 
manifestation in Bela Krajina and the broader Pokolpje region. A related aim was to gain an 
understanding of the factors influencing the nature and extent of UL’s community engagement 
in Bela Krajina and the Pokolpje region – the region being a designated ‘lagging region’.  
In the thesis, I provide a theoretical and conceptual framework for understanding UL’s 
engagement practices by reviewing the literature on the role of higher education institutions 
(HEIs) and their relationships with the economy and society. In brief, knowledge is 
increasingly considered a key resource, learning a core process and networks an essential 
structure underpinning innovation and development. In this context HEIs, as bastions of 
accumulated knowledge and learning, are seen as key actors when it comes to national and 
regional development. Their prominent position within the knowledge economy/society has 
intensified interest in the role of HEIs, how they function and their relationship to, and impact 
on, the economy and society more broadly. While education and research remain the core 
business of HEIs there has been a shift towards open constructivist, integrative models of 
higher education that envisage a ‘third mission’ for universities as actively engaged actors in 
the economy and society.  
In the thesis, I also reviewed grey literature. This revealed, inter alia, that the concept of the 
third mission features in UL’s strategic documents. The discourse surrounding ‘smart’ 
development and innovation in Slovenian policy and planning documents also suggests, 
without explicitly stating, that UL has a prominent role to play in Slovenian development. 
While these concepts are rhetorically embraced in Slovenia, I sought to contribute a research 
perspective on what engagement practices are actually occurring domestically between UL – 
both as an institution and in terms of its faculties, academics and students – and community 
partners. Furthermore, I examined what UL’s engagement practices mean from a development 
perspective. 
Given the diversity of engagement activities that UL undertakes, I pursued a two-pronged 
approach to examining the research topic. This involved collecting and analysing two sets of 
data on UL engagement practices. The first set comprised quantitative data detailing UL’s 
formal engagement with external partners in Slovenia from a wide range of projects and other 
collaborative relations. This data was collected from public databases, UL websites and 
correspondence with the UL central administration.  
The second set of data, gathered as part of my case study, was qualitative and detailed UL 
engagement practices in Bela Krajina and the Pokolpje region. The data was obtained through 
14 semi-structured interviews that I conducted between 2018 and 2019: of these, five were with 
academics (professors), one with a UL central administration official, four with municipal 
representatives, and four with development agencies and NGOs in the Pokolpje region. These 
interviews enabled me to find ‘hidden’ UL-associated engagement practices. Such practices 
are not collected in the institutional databases, and do not feature in the sources used to compile 
the first data set. This reaffirms the limited picture of engagement that is to be gleaned from 
only interrogating databases of formal engagement practices.  
Furthermore, the semi-structured interviews provided an opportunity to present and analyse the 
views of a diverse range of HEI stakeholders on UL engagement practices in a lagging region. 
A number of the interview respondents were, or had been, involved in UL-community 
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engagement initiatives in the Pokolpje region and were thus also able to share their experiences 
and evaluations of the interactions.  
In the thesis, I map the spatial distribution of UL’s formal engagement practices, revealing that 
it largely reflects existing power dynamics in the country with Ljubljana occupying a dominant 
position. Significantly, Ljubljana was the only location I identified where the municipal 
authority, as well as the regional development agency had formal governance linkages with 
UL. Undoubtedly Ljubljana is a central hub of UL engagement. However, the case study 
revealed that formal documented instances of UL engagement do not capture the full extent of 
engagement. The case study could not be used to map informal UL engagement practices at 
the national level, thus I was only able to provide a partial picture of UL engagement practices. 
Nevertheless, the thesis revealed a varied and multi-dimensional pattern of engagement 
including examples of engagement that are ‘hidden’; outside the scope of existing data 
collection.  
This is perhaps not surprising given the UL is a federated organisation with the central 
administration playing a relatively limited role in faculty operations. Thus, I was unable to 
discern an institution-wide common strategy to engagement. Certain UL faculties appear to 
operate on the basis of the traditional model of HEIs with a predominant focus on academic 
pursuits and limited evidence of engagement with external partners in Slovenia. By contrast, 
the central administration, a few technical science faculties and allies in the business and public 
sectors, are pursuing what could be characterised as triple helix model of engagement that 
centres on international excellence and technological innovation. Outside of that, a great deal 
of engagement occurs on an ad hoc basis, facilitated through the personal and professional 
networks of academics and driven by an ethic of public service. In this regard UL seems to be 
home to a cadre of ‘engaged academics’ more so than being an explicitly ‘engaged university’.  
Going forward, it is evident that there is considerable scope for policy makers and UL to 
coordinate more closely to strengthen UL’s engagement in regional development, harnessing 
the institution’s multidisciplinary knowledge resources, international experience and 







Osrednji cilj mojega magistrskega dela je bil katalogizirati in kartirati raznolikost sodelovalnih 
praks Univerze v Ljubljani (UL) s skupnostjo, in sicer s posebnim poudarkom na njihovem 
udejanjanju v Beli Krajni in širši regiji Pokolpje. S tem povezan cilj je bil prepoznati dejavnike, 
ki vplivajo na naravo in obseg sodelovanja UL s skupnostjo v Beli krajini in regiji Pokolpje – 
regiji, ki jo strateški dokumenti označujejo kot „regijo z razvojnimi težavami“.  
V magistrskem delu sem na podlagi pregleda literature o vlogi visokošolskih zavodov in 
njihovem povezovanju z gospodarstvom in družbo predstavil teoretični in konceptualni okvir 
za razumevanje praks sodelovanja UL. Vse bolj je namreč jasno, da predstavljajo znanje 
nepogrešljiv vir, učenje ključen proces in mreženje bistveno strukturo pri krepitvi inovacijske 
zmogljivosti ter gospodarskem in družbenem razvoju. V tem kontekstu so visokošolske 
ustanove kot steber akumuliranega znanja in učenja prepoznane kot ključni akter državnega in 
regionalnega razvoja. Pomemben položaj, ki ga imajo visokošolske ustanove v 
gospodarstvu/družbi znanja, je okrepil zanimanje za njihovo vlogo, delovanje in odnos do kot 
tudi vpliv na gospodarstvo in občo družbo. Čeprav izobraževanje in raziskovanje ostajata 
osnovni dejavnosti visokošolskih ustanov, je prišlo do premika k odprtim konstruktivističnim, 
integrativnim modelom visokega šolstva, ki kot vizijo vključujejo „tretje poslanstvo“ univerz, 
da aktivno sodelujejo z gospodarstvom in družbo. 
V nalogi sem pregledal tudi t.i. sivo literaturo, ki je med drugim pokazala, da je koncept tretjega 
poslanstva vključen v strateške dokumente UL in da diskurz o "pametnem" razvoju in 
inovacijah v slovenski politiki in planskih dokumentih tudi nakazuje, ne da bi bilo to sicer 
izrecno navedeno, da ima UL pomembno vlogo v razvoju Slovenije. Čeprav se v Sloveniji ti 
koncepti pojavljajo v dokumentih, sem z magistrskim delom želel raziskati dejanske prakse 
sodelovanja UL z domačimi partnerji v skupnosti, in sicer tako v vlogi institucije, kot tudi na 
ravni posameznih fakultet, akademikov in študentov. Poleg tega sem preučil, kaj prakse 
sodelovanja UL pomenijo z razvojne perspektive. 
Glede na raznolikost dejavnosti, ki jih UL izvaja, sem pri proučevanju raziskovalne teme 
uporabil dvotirni pristop. Ta je vključeval zbiranje in analizo dveh različnih sklopov podatkov 
o praksah sodelovanja UL. Prvi sklop je predstavljal kvantitativne podatke, ki opisujejo 
formalno sodelovanje UL z zunanjimi partnerji v Sloveniji in vključujejo širok spekter 
projektov ter drugih povezovanj. Ti podatki so bili zbrani iz javnih zbirk podatkov, spletnih 
mest UL in s pomočjo korespondence z osrednjo upravo UL. 
Drugi sklop podatkov, ki sem jih zbral v okviru študije primera, je kvalitativne narave in 
predstavlja podrobno analizo praks sodelovanja UL v Beli krajini in Pokolpju. Podatki so bili 
pridobljeni s 14 polstrukturiranimi intervjuji, ki sem jih izvedel med letoma 2018 in 2019, med 
katerimi jih je bilo pet z akademiki (profesorji), eden z uradnikom centralne uprave UL, štiri z 
občinskimi predstavniki ter štiri z razvojnimi agencijami in nevladnimi organizacijami v 
Pokolpju. Ti intervjuji so mi omogočili poiskati "skrite" prakse sodelovanja z UL. Takšne 
prakse se ne evidentirajo v uradnih zbirkah podatkov in jih ni v virih, ki sem jih uporabil pri 
pripravi prvega nabora podatkov, kar potrjuje, da je analiza podatkovnih baz formalnih 
sodelovalnih praks podala le omejeno sliko sodelovanja. 
Poleg tega sem na podlagi polstrukturiranih intervjujev lahko predstavil in analiziral stališča 
različnih deležnikov v visokem šolstvu o praksah sodelovanja UL v regiji z razvojnimi 
težavami. Številni intervjuvanci so ali so bili vključeni v iniciative za krepitev sodelovanja med 




V nalogi sem kartiral prostorsko razporeditev formalnih praks sodelovanja UL in pokazal, da 
v veliki meri odraža obstoječo dinamiko moči v državi, kjer ima Ljubljana prevladujoč položaj. 
Pomenljivo je, da je bila Ljubljana edina identificirana lokacija, kjer sta tako občinska uprava 
kot regionalna razvojna agencija imeli formalno-pravne povezave z UL. Ljubljana je 
nedvomno glavno središče udejstvovanja UL, vendar je študija primera pokazala, da formalno 
dokumentirani primeri sodelovanja UL ne zajemajo celotnega obsega sodelovanja. Študije 
primera ni bilo mogoče uporabiti za preslikavo praks neformalnega sodelovanja na nacionalno 
raven, zato sem lahko prikazal le delno sliko sodelovalnih praks UL. Kljub temu sem v 
magistrskem delu pokazal, da je prisoten raznolik in večdimenzionalen vzorec povezovanja, 
vključno s primeri sodelovanja, ki so "skriti" oziroma jih ni v uradnih evidencah UL. 
To pravzaprav ni presenetljivo, saj je UL krovna organizacija, katere rektorat ima relativno 
omejeno vlogo pri delovanju posameznih članic. Tako nisem mogel zaznati skupne strategije 
sodelovanja na ravni celotne institucije. Delovanje posameznih članic odraža tradicionalni 
model visokošolskih zavodov s prevladujočim poudarkom na akademskem udejstvovanju in le 
z omejenim sodelovanjem z zunanjimi partnerji v Sloveniji. Po drugi strani pa je zaznati, da 
rektorat ter nekaj fakultet tehničnih znanosti skupaj s partnerji v poslovnem in javnem sektorju 
zasleduje model trojne vijačnice, ki je osredotočen na mednarodno odličnost in tehnološke 
inovacije, vendar je sodelovanje večinoma ad hoc ter ga omogočajo osebne in poklicne mreže 
akademikov, poganja pa etika javnih uslužbencev. Tako lahko zaključimo, da je UL z vidika 
tretjega poslanstva univerze bolj sedež posameznih "angažiranih akademikov" kot pa sama po 
sebi "angažirana univerza". 
Glede prihodnosti lahko zaključim, da imajo oblikovalci politik in UL odprte številne možnosti 
za tesnejše medsebojno usklajevanje in krepitev sodelovanja UL pri regionalnem razvoju, tako 
da v večji meri izkoristijo multidisciplinarne vire znanja znotraj UL, njene mednarodne 
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